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[bookmark: _Toc243504847]1. Introduction
Organisational culture refers to the shared assumptions, values and norms that shape how people interpret situations and behave at work. It influences coordination, authority, motivation and control, rather than operating as a separate ‘soft’ aspect of management. Mullins and Christy (2016) argue that culture affects decision-making, structure, group behaviour, motivation and management control, and becomes more complex as organisations operate across national boundaries. Toyota Motor Corporation provides a useful case because its Toyota Production System (TPS) is both an operating model and a cultural system.
Toyota is a global automotive manufacturer whose production philosophy is associated with continuous improvement (kaizen), respect for people, problem-solving at source, and the elimination of waste. Toyota’s stated Toyota Way is organised around two pillars: continuous improvement and respect for people (Toyota, n.d.). However, formal values do not prove that everyday practice consistently matches them. This report critically evaluates Toyota’s culture through Schein’s levels, Hofstede’s national-culture dimensions, Handy’s cultural types and Denison’s effectiveness traits. It considers how culture shapes structure and decisions, supports adaptation, creates risks, and affects performance. The analysis uses academic literature and company/regulatory evidence, while recognising that publicly available documents cannot fully reveal employee experience in every Toyota site.
[bookmark: _Toc243504848]2. Organisational Culture of Toyota
Toyota’s dominant cultural logic is a learning-oriented, process-disciplined culture. TPS combines just-in-time production, jidoka (building quality into processes and stopping addressing abnormalities), standardized work, visual management and kaizen. These are not simply techniques: they depend on employees identifying problems, sharing knowledge and treating deviations as opportunities for learning. Liker (2004) argues that Toyota’s principles work as a coherent system; copying tools without the supporting philosophy is unlikely to reproduce the same results.
The Toyota Way also frames employees as contributors to improvement rather than only as labour inputs. Its ‘respect for people’ principle is intended to support teamwork, capability development and responsibility. The cultural ideal is therefore not unquestioning obedience: workers should surface problems, while leaders coach teams to understand root causes. Marksberry (2011), analysing Toyota’s own management documents, found that genchi genbutsu—going to the actual place to understand facts—was central to its prescribed culture, alongside teamwork and respect. This suggests that evidence-based problem-solving is an important norm.
Nevertheless, Toyota’s culture should not be romanticised. Standardization may create consistency but can also reinforce conformity if employees believe that raising concerns will be unwelcome or threaten production targets. The global organisation is not culturally uniform: plants, suppliers and national subsidiaries operate within different labour markets, legal systems and social expectations. Mathew and Burgess (2023) show how lean-production practices at Toyota’s Indian plant interacted with local cultural and institutional expectations, contributing to long-running industrial dispute. The implication is that a strong corporate culture can create alignment, but it can also generate conflict when managers treat a global template as universally appropriate.
[bookmark: _Toc243504849]3. Influence of Culture on Structure and Decision-Making
Culture and structure reinforce each other. Toyota’s standardised processes, visual controls and defined responsibilities create a relatively formal operating structure at plant level. Yet the TPS expectation that problems should be made visible distributes some operational authority to front-line teams. The andon system, for example, allows abnormalities to be signalled and support requested; jidoka legitimises stopping a process when quality is at risk. This is a form of controlled empowerment: decisions about immediate process quality can be initiated close to the work, while broader resources, product and strategic decisions remain subject to managerial coordination.
Toyota’s problem-solving routines also affect decision speed and quality. Genchi genbutsu encourages managers to verify facts at the workplace rather than rely exclusively on reports. Root-cause analysis and the ‘five whys seek to address underlying causes rather than symptoms. Such routines can reduce blame, improve organisational learning and make decisions more reliable. The consensus-oriented nemawashi process—building understanding with relevant stakeholders before a formal decision—can improve implementation because affected parties have had an opportunity to contribute. Its trade-off is time: consultation may slow decisions when rapid responses are required.
The culture therefore supports a hybrid arrangement rather than either pure centralisation or complete decentralisation. Strategic standards and common production principles are coordinated centrally, while local teams are expected to identify and solve operational problems. This arrangement can be effective in complex manufacturing, where safety and quality require consistency, but defects are often first visible to employees on the line. However, the system depends on psychological safety, and managers respond constructively to bad news. If output pressure discourages stopping or escalation, the formal system and actual culture diverge.
The 2024 certification investigations illustrate why the distinction matters. Toyota reported that its investigation identified testing-method deviations in certification applications for seven models, involving six cases; it apologised and stated that it would respond to the transport ministry’s guidance (Toyota, 2024a; Toyota, 2024b). These disclosures do not by themselves prove that TPS caused misconduct. They do, however, raise questions about whether internal norms, oversight and performance pressures consistently support compliance. A culture that prizes problem-solving must also protect independent challenge and regulatory integrity; operational excellence cannot substitute for governance.
[bookmark: _Toc243504850]Table 1. Cultural principles and structural/decision effects
	Cultural principle
	Organisational mechanism
	Critical implication

	Kaizen / continuous improvement
	Team-based suggestions, experiments and standard updates
	Supports learning; risks becoming incremental if disruptive ideas are undervalued.

	Jidoka / quality at source
	Employees signal abnormalities and can trigger a stop
	Improves defect detection if managers reward escalation rather than penalise delay.

	Genchi genbutsu
	Managers observe work and verify evidence directly
	Reduces distance between decisions and operational reality; may be resource intensive.

	Nemawashi / consensus-building
	Early consultation before formal approval
	Building commitment and implementation quality; can slow urgent decisions.

	Standardised work
	Clear routines, measures and responsibilities
	Supports repeatability and safety; can constrain discretion if standards become ends in themselves.


Source: Author’s synthesis based on Liker (2004), Marksberry (2011) and Toyota (n.d.).
[bookmark: _Toc243504851]4. Identifying Cultural Types: Models and Frameworks
[bookmark: _Toc243504852]4.1 Schein’s three levels
Schein and Schein (2017) distinguish artefacts, espoused values and underlying assumptions. At Toyota, artefacts include standard-work sheets, visual boards, andon signals, team meetings and structured problem-solving. Espoused values include continuous improvement, respect for people and customer safety. The deeper assumptions are that problems should be exposed rather than hidden, quality is everyone’s responsibility, and learning comes from examining actual work. The model is useful because it separates visible practices from the beliefs that make them meaningful.
A critical Schein-based question is whether the three levels are aligned. A company may display kaizen boards and formally invite suggestions while employees experience targets or management responses that discourage speaking up. Artefacts alone therefore cannot confirm a learning culture. Assessment should triangulate company documents with employee surveys, grievance data, near-miss reporting, independent audits and evidence of whether reported problems lead to corrective action.
[bookmark: _Toc243504853]4.2 Hofstede and cross-cultural management
Hofstede, Hofstede and Minkov (2010) provide a lens for considering how national cultural tendencies may influence the reception of Toyota’s practices. Japan is commonly characterised in Hofstede’s framework as relatively collectivist and high in uncertainty avoidance, with a strong long-term orientation. These tendencies may be compatible with team coordination, process discipline and incremental improvement. However, national scores are broad averages, not reliable descriptions of every Japanese employee or Toyota subsidiary. Using them deterministically risks stereotyping and overlooking professional, generational and organisational differences.
Global implementation is consequently a process of translation, not simple replication. Mathew and Burgess (2023) demonstrate that lean-production expectations can conflict with local labour relations and employee expectations when imposed unilaterally. Toyota should retain common standards for safety, quality and ethical conduct while adapting participation methods, communication and employment practices to local contexts.
[bookmark: _Toc243504854]4.3 Handy’s cultural types
Handy’s framework distinguishes power, role, task and person cultures (Handy, 1993). Toyota contains features of role culture through formal procedures, job responsibilities and standardised systems; task culture through cross-functional teams solving quality and engineering problems; and power culture where senior leadership retains authority over major strategic choices. It is therefore misleading to label Toyota exclusively as one type. Its prevailing pattern is best described as a role-and-task hybrid: rules provide reliable coordination, while teams are expected to improve the work. The risk is that role-based hierarchy can overpower task-based challenge if seniority carries more weight than evidence.
[bookmark: _Toc243504855]4.4 Denison’s culture and effectiveness model
Denison and Mishra (1995) identify involvement, consistency, adaptability and mission as cultural traits associated with organisational effectiveness. Toyota’s teamwork and employee problem-solving align with involvement; standard work and shared production principles align with consistency; kaizen and product-development learning align with adaptability; and a customer-focused quality mission provides direction. The model highlights a key tension: strong consistency and mission can improve reliability but may reduce adaptability if established routines become difficult to question.
[image: ]
Figure 1. Author’s qualitative interpretation of Toyota’s stated culture using Denison’s four traits. Scores are analytical judgements based on published descriptions, not empirical employee-survey results or official Toyota ratings.
The profile suggests strong consistency, with relatively strong involvement, adaptability and mission. It should be treated as a structured hypothesis rather than a measured result. A defensible assessment would require comparable employee data across regions and links to objective outcomes. Denison’s model also reminds managers that no single trait is sufficient: effectiveness depends on balancing internal integration with external responsiveness.
[bookmark: _Toc243504856]5. Culture and the External Environment
Toyota operates in an environment shaped by electrification, software-defined vehicles, emissions rules, supply-chain disruption, changing customer preferences and intense competition. Its improvement culture can support adaptation by encouraging small experiments, rapid identification of process failures and knowledge transfer. Its long-term orientation may also support investment in capabilities that do not produce immediate returns. Toyota’s Integrated Report provides the company’s own account of its strategy and management priorities and should be read as a corporate source that presents management’s perspective rather than independent proof of effectiveness (Toyota, 2025).
Environmental change also tests whether continuous improvement is sufficiently radical. Incremental kaizen is well suited to reducing defects and waste in established processes, but electrification and software may require new business models, external partnerships and faster portfolio choices. A culture optimised for manufacturing efficiency can become path-dependent: routines that were previously successful may make alternative technologies appear less attractive or difficult to scale. Van Driel and Dolfsma (2009) argue that TPS is shaped by path-dependent routines; this warns against assuming that a proven system will always fit new conditions.
Denison’s adaptability trait is particularly relevant. Toyota can use customer feedback, supplier collaboration and local market knowledge to modify products and operations, while consistency maintains safety and quality standards. In regulatory contexts, adaptation must mean strengthening compliance systems, not merely reacting after a failure. The certification issues disclosed in 2024 show the reputational and governance costs that can arise when formal procedures and actual practice are misaligned (Toyota, 2024a; Toyota, 2024b). The appropriate cultural response is transparent escalation, independent verification and learning that is not limited to production efficiency.
Globalisation further requires Toyota to reconcile shared corporate values with local expectations. The Toyota Way was explicitly articulated as the company expanded internationally, to make previously implicit principles more transferable across operations (Toyota, n.d.). Yet a global culture should define non-negotiable principles—safety, honesty, respect and quality—while allowing locally appropriate ways of implementing participation and problem-solving. Cultural consistency should be about ethical purpose and learning, not identical management behaviour in every country.
[bookmark: _Toc243504857]6. Organisational Culture as a Barrier or Enabler
Overall, Toyota’s culture is more of an enabler than a barrier because it links employee learning with process discipline. Continuous improvement can make small operational problems visible; respect for people can support employee contribution; and shared standards can coordinate complex manufacturing. These characteristics align with Denison and Mishra’s (1995) proposition that involvement, consistency, adaptability and mission are associated with effectiveness. They also explain why TPS has influenced manufacturing practices well beyond Toyota.
However, culture becomes a barrier when the means are mistaken for the ends. First, a strong consensus norm may discourage dissent or delay decisions in fast-moving markets. Second, standardisation may create rigidity if employees are rewarded for compliance rather than for challenging an obsolete standard. Third, a high-pressure performance environment can contradict respect for people if employees feel unable to stop work or report risks. Fourth, global transfer may become cultural imperialism if local worker voice and institutions are treated as obstacles. Evidence of industrial dispute at Toyota’s Indian plant reinforces the need to evaluate how practices are experienced, not only how they are described by headquarters (Mathew and Burgess, 2023).
The 2024 certification disclosures also underline that a strong operational culture does not automatically guarantee strong ethical governance. Culture is an enabling condition, not a substitute for independent controls, accountability and regulatory compliance. The key judgement is therefore conditional: Toyota’s culture is an advantage when leaders model openness, protect dissent and align incentives with quality and integrity; it becomes a barrier when hierarchy, output pressure or historical routines silence inconvenient information.
[bookmark: _Toc243504858]7. Impact of Culture on Organisational Performance
Culture can affect performance through several pathways. Standardised work and jidoka support quality and reliability; just-in-time practices can reduce inventory and expose bottlenecks; kaizen can improve productivity; and team learning can preserve knowledge across production cycles. Liker (2004) argues that these elements are mutually reinforcing. The value is systemic: just-in-time without reliable processes may increase disruption, while standardisation without improvement may fossilise inefficient practices.
The relationship between culture and performance should nevertheless be assessed carefully. Strong culture can support shared purpose and coordination, but performance also depends on product design, capital investment, supply conditions, market demand, regulation and macroeconomic factors. Correlation between cultural practices and business results does not establish that culture alone caused the results. Denison and Mishra (1995) found links between cultural traits and effectiveness indicators, while the Toyota recall-crisis analysis shows how growth and globalisation can disturb the fit between elements of an otherwise admired system (Journal of Organization Design, 2016).
Toyota’s performance evaluation should therefore use a balanced scorecard rather than financial outcomes alone. Relevant measures include first-time quality, warranty claims and recalls, production lead time, inventory turns, employee suggestions implemented, psychological safety, safety incidents, supplier quality, regulatory findings, customer satisfaction and profitability. Measures should be segmented by plant and region so that strong aggregate results do not conceal local problems. A culture can improve short-term efficiency while creating hidden long-term costs if employees do not report defects, or if environmental and compliance risks are externalised.
[bookmark: _Toc243504859]Table 2. Proposed culture-performance dashboard
	Dimension
	Suggested indicators
	Why it matters

	Quality and safety
	First-time-through rate; warranty claims; near-miss reporting; serious incidents
	Tests on whether quality is built into processes and employees can raise concerns.

	Learning and involvement
	Suggestions per employee; implementation rate; team problem-solving; psychological-safety pulse survey
	Distinguishes genuine participation from symbolic kaizen activity.

	Adaptability
	Time from customer/regulatory signal to corrective action; new-product learning milestones
	Shows whether the culture responds to environmental change.

	Ethics and compliance
	Audit findings; certification errors; closure time; speak-up case outcomes
	Checks whether stated values translate into governance and accountability.

	Operational and financial
	Lead time; inventory turnover; productivity; operating margin
	Links cultural practices to efficiency without treating finance as the only outcome.


Source: Author’s recommendations informed by Denison and Mishra (1995), Liker (2004) and Toyota’s public disclosures.
[bookmark: _Toc243504860]8. Recommendations
Institutionalise psychological safety and constructive challenge. Train managers respond to bad news without blame, protect employees who stop production for safety or quality, and monitor whether issues raised are resolved. This reinforces Schein’s alignment between espoused values and underlying assumptions.
Strengthen independent compliance and quality governance. Separate certification verification from delivery targets, conduct risk-based audits across subsidiaries and suppliers, and report remediation progress to board-level oversight. The 2024 disclosures make clear that operational excellence must be matched by demonstrable regulatory integrity (Toyota, 2024a; Toyota, 2024b).
Balance kaizen with strategic experimentation. Maintain continuous improvement for stable processes while establishing cross-functional teams with authority to test emerging technologies, software and new mobility propositions. Use staged experiments and explicit decision gates to avoid path dependence and ensure that incremental efficiency does not crowd out transformational change.
Localise implementation while protecting global principles. Involve local employees, unions where relevant, suppliers and community stakeholders in adapting communication, training and participation methods. Retain non-negotiable standards for safety, honesty and quality, but avoid assuming that one management style works equally well in every national context (Hofstede, Hofstede and Minkov, 2010; Mathew and Burgess, 2023).
Measure culture through outcomes and employee experience. Introduce regular, anonymous surveys on voice, trust, workload and manager response, and triangulate them with quality, safety, compliance and operational indicators. Publish trends by region and follow up on gaps. This operationalises Denison’s four traits and helps distinguish the official culture from everyday practice.
Develop leaders as coaches, not only controllers. Incorporate root-cause coaching, cross-functional rotations and ethical decision-making into leadership development. Promotion criteria should reward prevention, learning and integrity—not just output, cost and speed—so that the incentive system supports the culture Toyota publicly espouses.
[bookmark: _Toc243504861]9. Conclusion
Toyota demonstrates how organisational culture can become embedded in structure, routines and decision-making. Its role-and-task hybrid, expressed through TPS and the Toyota Way, connects standardisation with employee-led problem-solving. Schein’s model helps distinguish visible practices from values and deeper assumptions; Hofstede highlights the need for cross-cultural sensitivity; Handy identifies the coexistence of role and task characteristics; and Denison clarifies the balance between consistency, involvement, adaptability and mission.
The report concludes that Toyota’s culture is primarily an enabler of operational coordination and learning, but not an automatic guarantee of effective functioning. Consensus, standardisation and performance pressure can suppress challenges if poorly managed, while global transfer can create conflict when local conditions are ignored. The 2024 certification disclosures reinforce the need to align operational excellence with independent compliance and ethical accountability. Toyota should protect employee voice, strengthen verification, balance incremental improvement with strategic experimentation, adapt practices locally and measure cultural health alongside performance. In this way, culture can remain a source of resilience rather than a constraint on future adaptation.












[bookmark: _Toc243504862]References
Denison, D.R. and Mishra, A.K. (1995) ‘Toward a theory of organizational culture and effectiveness’, Organization Science, 6(2), pp. 204–223. doi: 10.1287/orsc.6.2.204.
Handy, C. (1993) Understanding Organizations. 4th edn. London: Penguin.
Hofstede, G., Hofstede, G.J. and Minkov, M. (2010) Cultures and Organizations: Software of the Mind. 3rd edn. New York: McGraw-Hill.
Journal of Organization Design (2016) ‘Complementarities and organizational (mis)fit: a retrospective analysis of the Toyota recall crisis’, Journal of Organization Design, 5, article 4. doi: 10.1186/s41469-016-0006-6.
Liker, J.K. (2004) The Toyota Way: 14 Management Principles from the World’s Greatest Manufacturer. New York: McGraw-Hill.
Marksberry, P. (2011) ‘The Toyota Way – a quantitative approach’, International Journal of Lean Six Sigma, 2(2), pp. 132–150. doi: 10.1108/20401461111135028.
Mathew, S. and Burgess, J. (2023) ‘Two decades of industrial disputation at an Indian auto plant: lean production versus local cultural values’, The Economic and Labour Relations Review. Available at: https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/the-economic-and-labour-relations-review/article/abs/two-decades-of-industrial-disputation-at-an-indian-auto-plant-lean-production-versus-local-cultural-values/3687080F95413C86A0D91CA37B472B52 (Accessed: 21 October 2026).
Mullins, L. and Christy, G. (2016) Management and Organisational Behaviour. 11th edn. Harlow: Pearson Education.
Rother, M. (2010) Toyota Kata: Managing People for Improvement, Adaptiveness and Superior Results. New York: McGraw-Hill.
Schein, E.H. and Schein, P.A. (2017) Organizational Culture and Leadership. 5th edn. Hoboken, NJ: Wiley.
Sosnovskikh, S. (2016) ‘Toyota Motor Corporation: organizational culture’, Philosophy Study, 6(7), pp. 442–454. doi: 10.17265/2159-5313/2016.07.005.
Toyota Motor Corporation (2024a) ‘Results of investigation regarding model certification applications’, 3 June. Available at: https://global.toyota/en/newsroom/corporate/40920588.html (Accessed: 21 October 2026).
Toyota Motor Corporation (2024b) ‘Completion of investigation regarding model certification applications’, 5 July. Available at: https://global.toyota/en/newsroom/corporate/41147099.html (Accessed: 21 October 2026).
Toyota Motor Corporation (2025) Integrated Report 2025. Available at: https://global.toyota/en/ir/library/annual/ (Accessed: 21 October 2026).
Toyota Motor Corporation (n.d.) ‘Toyota Way 2001’. Available at: https://www.toyota-global.com/company/history_of_toyota/75years/data/conditions/philosophy/toyotaway2001.html (Accessed: 21 October 2026).
Van Driel, H. and Dolfsma, W.A. (2009) ‘Path dependence, initial conditions, and routines in organizations: the Toyota production system re-examined’, Journal of Organizational Change Management, 22(1), pp. 49–72. doi: 10.1108/09534810910933906.







2

image1.png
Analytical profile of Toyota’s stated culture (not a measured survey)
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