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Executive Summary
This report looks at the organisational culture of Toyota Motor Corporation: why the culture is like this, how it affects the way people work, and what results it brings. The main idea comes from Mullins and Christy (2016), who say that culture has a strong influence on structure, decision-making, groups and control. Toyota is a good example because it wrote its culture down as The Toyota Way (2001) and used it in practice through the Toyota Production System (TPS). This makes the culture easy to see in real life.
The report uses three models to study the culture and compares them: Schein’s three levels, Hofstede’s cultural dimensions and Handy’s types of culture. Schein explains Toyota best, Hofstede is the weakest and most criticised, and Handy is simple but still useful. Put together, the three models show that Toyota has a mix of task and role culture, based on teamwork, agreement (nemawashi) and continuous improvement (kaizen).
The report also looks at performance in several areas, not only money and sales. It checks quality, customer loyalty, efficiency, innovation, staff, sustainability and how well Toyota deals with problems. The evidence comes from Toyota’s annual and sustainability reports as well as academic writers. Overall, the culture is mostly a help. It gives Toyota a strong advantage that is hard to copy. But the same culture can also cause problems. The recall crisis of 2009–10 and Toyota’s slow start with electric cars both show this. Because of new rivals like Tesla and BYD, and pressure from AI, supply chains and the environment, the report ends with five recommendations. They are put in order of importance, and each one is linked to management theory.


1. Introduction
Mullins and Christy (2016, p. 574) say that organisational culture is much more than a small part of a business. Shared values, beliefs and attitudes have a big effect on decision-making, structure, group behaviour, motivation and control. As companies grow around the world, managers also have to bring together workers from many countries under one culture. Toyota Motor Corporation is a Japanese car company that works all over the world, so it is a very good example of a company that is built on culture.
Organisational culture is not just the official values written in a company document. It is the everyday actions, the way people talk, work together and solve problems, and in the end what feels “normal” for people in the company. Bogale and Debela (2024) say that culture comes from shared values, beliefs, assumptions and habits that shape how people behave at work. Schein and Schein (2017) add that culture is learned by the group and taught to new staff as the correct way to do things. What makes Toyota special is that it wrote these shared values down as The Toyota Way, so the culture can be seen in action in its factories every day.
The report uses Toyota’s annual and sustainability reports and outside performance data as well as academic writers, so that it does not rely only on the Toyota Way books, which are quite positive about the company. It also uses some critical writers, so that different opinions are included and not just one side.
The report first looks at how Toyota’s culture affects its structure and decision-making. It then uses and compares the models of Schein, Hofstede and Handy, looks at how culture helps Toyota deal with a fast-changing environment, and asks whether the culture is more of a help or a problem. Finally, it looks at how culture affects performance and gives recommendations. First, a short background of the company is given.
1.1 Background to the organisation
Toyota was started in 1937 by Kiichiro Toyoda. After the Second World War, the company built the Toyota Production System (TPS), which is connected to Taiichi Ohno and Eiji Toyoda. TPS brought in just-in-time production and jidoka, which means the machine stops by itself when there is a fault. These ideas changed factories all over the world (Womack, Jones and Roos, 1990; Liker, 2021). In 2001 Toyota wrote its way of working into a document called The Toyota Way. It stands on two main ideas: always improving (kaizen) and respect for people (Liker, 2021). These values, more than any single car, are the real reason for Toyota’s strong culture. As this report shows, they are also the reason for its main strengths and its main weaknesses.
2. How Culture Affects Structure and Decision-Making
As said above, culture is a set of shared ideas that a group learns and passes on (Schein and Schein, 2017). Mullins and Christy (2016) say that culture spreads into the structure and the daily work of a company. Toyota is a clear example because it uses its culture as a real management tool, not just something that happens by chance.
2.1 Effect on structure
Toyota’s structure has two sides. On one side it has a clear hierarchy and many levels of management, like most big Japanese firms. On the other side, the work in the factory is done in flatter teams. One idea here is genchi genbutsu, which means “go and see”. This moves problem-solving to the place where the work happens, so the floor teams are responsible for the problems that come up. The andon system, where any worker can stop the line when there is a fault, is a good example. Quality becomes everyone’s job, and problems are shown openly instead of being hidden. Spear and Bowen (1999) say that this mix of strict standards and constant testing is the real “DNA” of TPS.
However, not everyone sees this in a positive way. Some critical writers, such as Mehri (2005), argue that this kind of empowerment can also come with strong pressure from other workers and harder work. In their view, the andon cord and the standard work are also ways to control staff. So, the same features that share the job of quality can also be used to push workers hard.
2.2 Effect on decision-making
Decision-making at Toyota comes from its team-based culture and uses two methods. The first is nemawashi, which means “laying the groundwork”. The idea is to share a plan with people first and get their agreement before the decision is made. The second is the ringi system, where a document is passed around until it has enough approvals. People often say Toyota is “slow to decide but quick to act”. The decision takes a long time, but after it is made there is little disagreement and not much reworking. This fits what Mullins and Christy (2016) say, that culture affects not only the decisions but also the way they are reached.
It is better to see this as a trade-off, not just a good thing. Giving problems to the floor teams and getting agreement before acting makes decisions better and saves money because there is less rework. But it also makes the process slow, and small differences in how standards are understood can spread between different factories. When a market needs a fast and big change, like the move to electric cars, this trade-off becomes a real problem. This point comes back in Sections 4 and 5.
3. Studying Toyota’s Culture with Three Models
3.1 Schein’s three levels of culture
Schein and Schein (2017) say that culture should be studied at three levels: artefacts (the things you can see), espoused values (what the company says it believes) and basic assumptions (the deep beliefs people take for granted). Each level can be matched to a real part of Toyota, as the table shows.
	Level
	What it is
	How it appears at Toyota

	Artefacts (visible)
	The visible things you can see and hear
	Andon cord, kanban cards, 5S work areas, quality circles and the genba (factory floor)

	Espoused values (stated)
	What the company says it stands for
	The Toyota Way — challenge, kaizen, genchi genbutsu, respect, teamwork and the aim of zero faults

	Basic assumptions (taken for granted)
	The deep beliefs the group does not question
	Improvement never stops; problems must be shown; people create the value; the long-term matters more than quick profit


Figure 1: Toyota and Schein’s three levels (after Mullins and Christy, 2016; Schein and Schein, 2017)
Schein’s model is useful because it explains why Toyota’s culture is so hard to copy. Other companies can put in the same tools, like andon cords and kanban, and even repeat the same values. But the deep beliefs, that improvement never stops and that problems must be shown and not hidden, work together and are very hard to move to another company.
3.2 Hofstede’s cultural dimensions
Hofstede, Hofstede and Minkov (2010) say that a company’s culture depends a lot on its home country. So, Japan’s scores help to understand Toyota. The table below gives rough scores and what they mean. These numbers are only a guide. They treat the whole country as the same, and they would not be the same in Toyota’s factories in other countries. High masculinity, uncertainty avoidance and long-term orientation help to explain why Toyota wants perfection, uses many standards and plans for the long term. A more group-based, collectivist side explains why decisions are made together and responsibility is shared.
	Dimension (Japan)
	Score
	What it means for Toyota

	Power Distance
	54
	Management levels are respected, but rank is mostly earned through seniority, not just given.

	Individualism
	46
	More group based. Teamwork and getting on together matter more than personal credit.

	Masculinity
	95
	Very high. A strong focus on doing well, competing and working hard.

	Uncertainty Avoidance
	92
	Very high. This helps explain why Toyota uses so many standards, rules and careful planning.

	Long-Term Orientation
	88
	Very high. Patience and slow, step-by-step improvement are seen as important.

	Indulgence
	42
	Fairly low. Self-control is valued more than quick reward.


Figure 2: Hofstede’s dimensions for Japan and what they mean for Toyota (Hofstede Insights, no date)
3.3 Handy’s types of culture
Handy (1993) describes four kinds of culture: power culture (control at the centre), role culture (rules and clear jobs), task culture (teams and problem-solving) and person culture (the individual). Toyota does not fit into just one of these. Its focus on rules, standards and clear roles points to a role culture. Its focus on teamwork and solving problems points to a task culture. There are also some signs of a power culture, because of the strong influence of the founding family and the head office in Japan. So Handy’s model is best used as a simple guide that shows Toyota has more than one type, not as a way to give it one single label.
3.4 The main culture
If we put the three models together, Toyota’s main culture is a mix of task and role culture, based on teamwork and long-term thinking. The role side gives the stability and consistency that a global company needs. The task side gives the teamwork and continuous improvement in the factory. Under both are the shared values of respect and kaizen. This description with several layers is more accurate than giving the culture just one word.
3.5 Comparing the three models
Because each model shows a different side of Toyota, they should not be treated as the same or used on their own. The table below compares their strengths and weaknesses for this case.
	Model
	Strengths for Toyota
	Weaknesses

	Schein
	Explains the deep values and why Toyota is hard to copy. Links the visible tools to the hidden beliefs.
	The deep levels are hard to see, so the researcher has to guess a bit. Not very good for comparing countries.

	Hofstede
	Puts Toyota in its Japanese background. Explains the focus on standards, agreement and long-term thinking.
	Treats the whole country as one. The data is old. Can lead to stereotypes. Weak for a global company whose factories are different.

	Handy
	Simple and easy to understand. Shows that Toyota mixes role, task and power culture.
	Too simple for a mixed culture. It does not change over time and does not explain how the culture is passed on.


Figure 3: Comparing the three models
From this comparison, Schein explains Toyota best, because it shows why the culture lasts and why it is so hard to copy, not just what type it is. It is also the model that links culture to a long-lasting advantage (Barney, 1991). Hofstede is the weakest and the most criticised. It is good for showing where the culture comes from, but its method is weak and it does not fit a company with staff in many countries. Handy is in the middle. It is a good first, simple guide, but it must be qualified because Toyota is between the types. So, the best answer is not that all three are “correct”, but that they work together at different levels. Hofstede explains the origin, Handy gives the type, and Schein explains the depth. Using all three gives a more accurate picture than using only one, if each model is used for what it is good at and not trusted where it is weak.
4. Culture and the Outside Environment
Toyota works in an environment that changes very fast. It must deal with the move to electric cars, strong new rivals, weak supply chains, stricter rules on emissions, more digital technology and more pressure about the environment. Its culture can be seen as a kind of skill, or dynamic capability (Teece, 2007), that helps the company notice change and respond to it (Liker, 2021). Four of these pressures are looked at below: electric cars, supply-chain risk, AI and the environment.
4.1 Electric cars: Tesla, BYD and innovation
The hardest test for Toyota’s culture is the move to battery-electric vehicles (BEVs). Tesla treated the car almost like software and grew its electric cars first. BYD, which makes its own batteries, passed Tesla in electric car deliveries at the end of 2023 and has grown quickly on low cost and speed. Toyota, which was the leader in hybrid cars, was quite slow to fully commit to pure electric cars. Some people say this is because its careful, agreement-based culture is very good at improving what already exists, but slower at making a big, sudden change. This is a good example of what Christensen (1997) calls the “innovator’s dilemma”: the same skills that make a strong company good at small improvements can make it miss a big new change.
Toyota’s side of the story is different, though. It uses a “multi-pathway” plan, which means it invests in hybrids, plug-in hybrids, hydrogen and electric cars at the same time. This can be seen not as fear, but as a long-term bet that the change to electric will not happen at the same speed in every country. Toyota’s hybrids also stayed very profitable during the same time that some rivals struggled to make money on pure electric cars. Toyota has also said it will build many more electric cars and new batteries (Toyota Motor Corporation, 2021). So, a fairer answer is that Toyota’s culture is excellent at improving its products and its factory, but careful about big, software-based changes. It has an “ambidexterity” gap (O’Reilly and Tushman, 2016), which means it is better at improving than at doing something completely new, but it is not unable to innovate.
4.2 Politics and supply-chain risk
For a long time, just-in-time was seen as Toyota’s main strength. But the culture also has its own way of correcting this. After the earthquake and tsunami in Japan in 2011, Toyota decided to keep bigger stocks of important parts. This seems to go against just-in-time, but many people say it helped Toyota get through the computer chip shortage in 2021–22 better than its rivals (Reuters, 2021; Liker, 2021). Here the culture works as hansei (honest reflection) and long-term risk management, not just cutting costs in the short term. Newer political risks are harder to deal with. Toyota depends on China for many battery materials, and there are also export controls and pressure to move factories back home. These shocks cannot be solved by careful stock control alone, and they will test whether an agreement-based culture can change its suppliers fast enough.
4.3 AI, robots and Industry 4.0
There is a real debate today about whether lean culture still works in the age of AI, robots and Industry 4.0. One side says that lean and digital tools go well together, sometimes called “digital lean”. Real-time data and sensors can make kaizen even stronger and make waste even easier to see. In this view, Toyota’s culture is a strength, because it says that machines should help people, not replace them (“automation with a human touch”). The other side says that AI and data can clash with a culture built on genchi genbutsu (going to see in person) and agreement on the shop floor. If the decisions move to software and central data teams, the hands-on knowledge that made TPS strong could get weaker, and slow agreement might not keep up with fast computer learning.
The evidence points to a mix of both, not one clear winner. Toyota often keeps skilled people “in the loop”, and it has even put workers back where full automation did not work well. This suggests its culture can take in digital tools without giving up control to them. The open question, which the recommendations deal with, is whether Toyota can join its human-based lean with the faster, data-based decisions that AI-age factories reward.
4.4 Environment and sustainability
The environment is now a strategic and reputation issue, not a small side topic. For this reason, the report uses Toyota’s sustainability and environmental reports as evidence, and not only the Toyota Way books. Toyota’s long-term thinking can be seen in goals like being carbon neutral by 2050 and its Environmental Challenge programme, and its hybrids have really lowered emissions on a large scale. At the same time, Toyota has been criticised by environmental groups and some investors. They say it did a lobby that seemed to slow down strict electric-car rules, and that it was behind other companies in bringing out pure electric cars. This shows a tension between Toyota’s belief in its multi-pathway plan and what the market and governments now expect. So here the culture has two sides. Long-term thinking supports patient investment in truly cleaner technology, but the same caution makes Toyota look too slow on the change that many people want. (The exact figures and targets should be taken from the latest Toyota Sustainability Data Book and annual report when the assignment is handed in.)
In all four of these pressures, the culture is the way Toyota notices change and answers it in an organised way. But the analysis shows that this works very well for slow, long-term change, and less well when speed and big, sudden change are needed.
5. Is Culture a Help or a Problem?
Whether culture helps or causes problems depends on the situation, and Toyota shows this very clearly. Looking at it through the resource-based view (Barney, 1991) and dynamic capabilities (Teece, 2007), the culture is best seen as a valuable and rare asset that is hard to copy. Most of the time it is a help, but in some situations, it can become a problem.
As a help. The mix of kaizen and respect gives very high quality, efficient processes, committed staff and little waste. Because these values are deep and support each other (Schein and Schein, 2017), they are hard for rivals to copy, and in the resource-based view (Barney, 1991) this is the base of a long-lasting advantage. The culture also gives strength in a crisis. The calm response to the 2009–10 recalls and to the supply problems shows hansei and long-term relationships with suppliers.
As a problem. The same strengths can turn into weaknesses. Agreement-based decisions can be too slow when a market needs a fast, big change, and this helps explain Toyota’s slow start with electric cars. A strong, shared culture can also lead to groupthink (Janis, 1972), where people do not want to speak against the group. The recall crisis of 2009–10 is an example. Toyota recalled about nine to ten million cars over sudden acceleration, and its president Akio Toyoda had to speak in front of the U.S. Congress in 2010 (Liker, 2021). Fast growth around the world had gone beyond what the culture could handle in showing problems quickly, which went against its own idea of “show the problem”. Too much control from the head office in Japan can also make the company slower to react in other countries.
Overall. Toyota’s culture is mostly helpful. It supports the size of the company, its name for quality and its ability to recover, and the recall crisis even led to honest self-checking, which fits hansei (Liker, 2021). It only becomes a problem in a few situations, mainly when agreement and unity turn into slowness and pressure to agree during times of big change. The strengths and weaknesses come from the same place, and that is why the answer depends on the situation and is not simply yes or no.
6. Performance and Recommendations
6.1 Looking at performance in different ways
Sales and profit alone do not give the full picture. The table below looks at performance in seven areas, using Toyota’s annual and sustainability reports and outside data, and it includes the weak points as well as the strong ones.
	Area
	Evidence
	What it shows

	Money and sales
	About 10.3m cars sold in 2023 and, with group companies, the world’s biggest carmaker for a fourth year; record FY2024 revenue of about ¥45tn and operating income of about ¥5tn (Toyota Motor Corporation, 2024).
	The culture leads to high productivity and loyal customers, which turn into steady profit. This is the clearest support for Mullins and Christy (2016).

	Quality
	Toyota and Lexus are often near the top of reliability rankings (Consumer Reports, 2023).
	Very good, but the 2009–10 recalls show that quality can slip when growth is faster than the culture can handle.

	Customer loyalty
	Many customers buy again, and the brand has a strong name for reliability.
	A strength that feeds itself, based on quality. It could be at risk if the software and EV experience falls behind rivals.

	Efficiency
	TPS and just-in-time give strong productivity and little waste; extra parts kept since 2011.
	The efficiency is real, but Toyota now gives up some just-in-time on purpose to be safer. This is a mature use of lean, not a strict one.

	Innovation
	World-leading in factory and hybrid innovation; slower on pure electric cars and software.
	Mixed. Very good at small, step-by-step innovation, but careful about big, new innovation (Christensen, 1997).

	Staff
	Good training, mentoring and long careers; workers empowered on the floor.
	Mostly positive, but some critics say lean makes work harder (Mehri, 2005), so we should not assume every worker feels the same.

	Sustainability
	Carbon-neutral-by-2050 and Environmental Challenge goals; large emissions savings from hybrids.
	Long-term thinking helps patient investment, but outside critics think Toyota is slow on electric cars, which is a risk for its reputation.

	Dealing with problems
	Recovered from the 2011 disaster and the 2021–22 chip shortage (Reuters, 2021).
	A real strength (Teece, 2007) that comes from the culture and from long-term relationships with suppliers.


Figure 4: Toyota’s performance in different areas
Two things come out of this. First, Toyota does well in most areas, and the main reason is its culture, which supports the idea that culture really affects performance. Second, the weaker areas, big innovation and maybe how similar the experience is for all staff, come from the same cultural features that create the strengths.
6.2 Recommendations based on theory
The recommendations below are put in order of how important and urgent they are. Each one is linked to a management theory and to the benefit it should bring.
	Priority
	Recommendation
	Theory
	Expected benefit

	High
	Do both at once: keep everyday kaizen but also set up separate teams with their own targets for electric cars, software and batteries.
	Ambidexterity (O’Reilly and Tushman, 2016); innovator’s dilemma (Christensen, 1997).
	Keeps the small improvements while also allowing big new ideas; closes the electric-car and software gap with Tesla and BYD.

	High
	Make it safe to speak up and create fast ways for problems to reach top managers.
	Psychological safety (Edmondson, 2019); groupthink (Janis, 1972).
	Lowers the risk of another crisis like 2009–10; makes the “show the problem” value work at a global size.

	Medium
	Use consensus in the right places: keep nemawashi for big decisions that cannot be undone, but let smaller, reversible ones be decided faster and locally.
	Culture shapes decisions (Mullins and Christy, 2016); dynamic capabilities (Teece, 2007).
	Keeps good decision quality but makes Toyota faster in markets that move quickly.

	Medium
	Join lean with digital: use AI and data together with the human side of TPS (“digital lean”).
	Dynamic capabilities (Teece, 2007); the industry 4.0 debate (Section 4.3).
	Keeps lean working in AI-age factories without losing the hands-on knowledge of the floor.

	Medium
	Fit the culture to each country: use Hofstede-based training and give managers abroad more freedom, while passing on the core values through mentoring.
	National culture fit (Hofstede et al., 2010); passing on culture (Schein and Schein, 2017).
	Keeps a strong shared culture but makes Toyota more flexible as more staff work outside Japan.


Figure 5: Recommendations in order, with theory and benefit
7. Conclusion
Toyota supports the main idea of Mullins and Christy (2016), that culture spreads through the whole company and shapes its structure, decisions, group behaviour and control. Looked at through Schein, Hofstede and Handy, and by comparing them instead of using them alone, Toyota’s culture is a mix of task and role culture, based on teamwork, long-term thinking, kaizen, respect and agreement. Schein explains best why this culture lasts and why it is so hard to copy. When performance is checked across quality, loyalty, efficiency, innovation, staff, sustainability and dealing with problems, the culture is mostly a help and a real advantage. But the same unity that creates this success can also slow down big changes and stop people from speaking up, as the recall crisis and the slow start with electric cars show. In a world of Tesla and BYD, AI factories, political supply risk and environmental pressure, Toyota’s challenge is not to drop its culture but to make it able to do both old and new at once. The recommendations above are meant to keep what makes the culture special while getting it ready for a future that rewards speed and big change as much as patience and quality.
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