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Mullins and Christy (2016, p. 574) describe culture as pervasive because shared values, beliefs, and attitudes shape how organisational processes operate. This means culture should not be treated as a decorative statement of values: it shapes which problems receive attention, who can challenge a decision, how work is coordinated, and which behaviours are rewarded. Culture can support reliable performance, but it can also normalise ineffective practices.
Toyota Motor Corporation is an appropriate case because the Toyota Way is an explicit statement of the company’s management philosophy. Toyota identifies continuous improvement and respect for people as its two central pillars (Toyota Motor Corporation, n.d.). The report uses these published principles as evidence of espoused culture, and academic research to assess plausible mechanisms and limitations. It does not assume that corporate statements demonstrate uniform behaviour across every global site.
The report applies Schein’s model, evaluates structure and decision-making, external adaptation, barriers and enablers, performance, and recommendations. Much of the available evidence concerns manufacturing systems or suppliers rather than direct causal measurement of Toyota’s entire corporate culture.
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Figure 1. Toyota’s stated cultural pillars. Source: Toyota Motor Corporation (n.d.).
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Schein (2010) distinguishes artefacts, espoused beliefs and values, and basic underlying assumptions. Artefacts are visible practices and symbols; espoused values are the principles an organisation says it follows; underlying assumptions are taken-for-granted beliefs that shape behaviour, often without conscious discussion. The model is useful because visible practices can be misinterpreted unless examined alongside stated values and deeper assumptions.
At the level of espoused values, Toyota presents continuous improvement and respect for people as the two pillars of the Toyota Way. Continuous improvement includes challenge, kaizen and genchi genbutsu—going to the source to understand the situation. Respect for people includes respect and teamwork (Toyota Motor Corporation, n.d.). Aoki (2025) examines Toyota’s three-pillar activity, introduced in global plants in 2007 to recover the principle of full participation in kaizen. This supports the interpretation that improvement is intended to be a shared organisational responsibility, not simply a specialist function.
Likely artefacts associated with this system include standardised work, visual management, structured problem-solving, team meetings and routines for identifying defects. These are consistent with descriptions of the Toyota Production System and lean operations (Liker, 2004; Womack, Jones and Roos, 1990). However, a careful distinction is required: these are established features associated with Toyota’s production approach, but the presence of a tool does not by itself establish that employees feel respected or can challenge managers.
The Toyota Way suggests three underlying assumptions: problems should be exposed rather than hidden, work improves through ongoing learning, and employees’ practical knowledge matters. These interpretations draw on Toyota’s philosophy and documented improvement practices; they do not establish what every employee believes. Schein’s model thus highlights both a cultural strength and a limitation of the evidence: official statements reveal espoused values, but independent observation, employee data and comparisons across sites are needed to establish how consistently these values guide practice.
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Culture and structure reinforce one another. Structure allocates authority and defines reporting lines; culture shapes how people use that authority, whether they share information and whether formal procedures are followed mechanically or used as a basis for improvement. Mullins and Christy (2016) argue that culture influences organisational design and management control, while Schein (2010) explains how shared assumptions become embedded in routines and taken-for-granted ways of working.
Toyota’s manufacturing context requires coordination across interdependent activities. Standardised work, clear quality requirements and formal escalation routes can reduce variation and clarify accountability. This is a role-oriented, relatively mechanistic element: common methods help people coordinate and make defects visible. Yet standardisation is not necessarily the opposite of learning. When treated as the current best-known method that can be challenged by evidence, it can provide a baseline against which improvement is tested (Liker, 2004). The culture’s value therefore depends on whether employees can question the standard when results indicate that it is inadequate.
The participative side of the Toyota Way implies that decision-making should draw on frontline knowledge. Genchi genbutsu encourages decision-makers to examine the actual situation rather than rely exclusively on reports, while kaizen invites incremental problem-solving. Aoki (2025) argues that Toyota’s three-pillar activity was designed to encourage full participation in improvement across global plants. This suggests a system in which decisions can combine management direction with bottom-up operational knowledge. Such participation may improve the quality of decisions because employees close to a process can identify causes that senior managers cannot readily see.
Nevertheless, participation should not be equated with unrestricted decentralisation. In a safety-critical, high-volume manufacturing system, some decisions must remain governed by technical standards, formal approval and clear accountability. The likely model is bounded participation: employees contribute to identifying and solving problems within a framework of common goals and controls. This can be effective but may become performative if employees are encouraged to suggest improvements without the authority, time or psychological safety needed to act on them.
A further risk is that a strong culture can make familiar procedures seem inherently correct. O’Reilly, Chatman and Caldwell (1991) show how person–organisation fit can be used to understand alignment between individual values and organisational culture. Alignment may support coordination, but excessive emphasis on fit can discourage dissent or make employees who challenge existing practice seem unsuitable. Edmondson’s (1999) research on psychological safety is relevant: teams need to feel able to take interpersonal risks, including raising errors and asking questions, if learning is to occur. For Toyota, respect for people must therefore mean more than teamwork; it should be observable in how managers respond to bad news, disagreement and failed experiments.
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Handy (1993) distinguishes power, role, task and person cultures. A power culture concentrates influence around a central individual or small group; a role culture emphasises rules, positions and procedures; a task culture prioritises teams and expertise assembled to solve problems; and a person culture places the individual professional at the centre. These are ideal types rather than mutually exclusive categories, so a large multinational may display different patterns across functions and locations.
Toyota is best interpreted as a task–role hybrid. The task element is visible in the emphasis on teamwork, problem-solving and kaizen: improvement depends on people with relevant knowledge identifying and resolving issues. The role element is visible in the need for standardised work, clear responsibilities, safety controls and consistent quality in complex manufacturing. A pure task culture would understate the importance of repeatability and accountability; a pure role culture would understate employee participation and continuous improvement. The hybrid interpretation therefore fits the tension Toyota must manage between disciplined production and learning.
This classification is not a company-issued label and should not be read as proof that all Toyota units operate identically. National context, labour relations, product development, sales, software and manufacturing may produce different local subcultures. Hofstede, Hofstede and Minkov’s (2010) national-culture dimensions can help explain why practices may be interpreted differently across countries, but they should not be used to stereotype individual employees or infer Toyota’s culture from Japanese nationality alone. Organisational systems, local leadership and employee experience also shape behaviour.
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[bookmark: _Toc243820029]5.1 How Toyota uses organisational culture to adapt to its external environment

Toyota operates in a complex external environment shaped by technological change in vehicles and mobility, decarbonisation, emissions regulations, customer expectations, global competition, supply-chain disruption, and differing legal and social requirements. PESTEL analysis helps assess these pressures and distinguish stable environments from dynamic ones that require continuous learning and adaptation. No single cultural strength guarantees success in every situation.
Continuous improvement supports Toyota’s response to changing customer needs and operational disruption through experimentation, root-cause analysis and learning from problems. Respect for people encourages employees and suppliers to share practical knowledge, while direct observation helps prevent decisions based solely on data or assumptions. These practices reflect Schein’s (2010) view that culture supports external adaptation by establishing shared approaches to goals, environmental interpretation and problem-solving.
Evidence offers qualified support. Vanichchinchai (2022), analysing 216 automotive parts manufacturers, found that the Toyota Way and its two pillars were significantly associated with overall agile manufacturing and most agility elements. However, continuous improvement did not significantly affect speed and flexibility, and no single element improved every agility outcome. Therefore, culture does not automatically create adaptability; results also depend on technical systems, skills, resources and the specific capabilities required.
Toyota’s transition towards new technologies and mobility models also tests the limits of incremental kaizen. While valuable for refining existing processes, major technological shifts may require substantial investment, new capabilities and a willingness to replace established products. Reliance on proven routines could slow radical change if leaders prioritise existing expertise or short-term production targets. Toyota’s public reporting identifies its ambition to become a mobility company and highlights employee development and opportunities to take on challenges (Toyota Motor Corporation, 2025). However, this demonstrates strategic intent, not independent evidence that the transformation is succeeding.
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The principal enabling effect is the combination of operational discipline and employee-led improvement. Standardised methods can reduce ambiguity and make deviations easier to detect; kaizen can turn those deviations into opportunities to learn; and teamwork can distribute knowledge across functions. Womack, Jones and Roos (1990) popularised the comparative strengths of lean production, while Liker (2004) explains Toyota’s system as a coherent set of management principles rather than a collection of isolated tools. Together, these works suggest that the value lies in the interaction of technical routines and people practices.
A strong shared culture may also coordinate behaviour across a complex organisation. Denison (1990) links organisational culture with effectiveness through traits including involvement, consistency, adaptability and mission. Toyota’s stated emphasis on participation, shared standards and continuous improvement maps onto these themes, although the framework does not establish that Toyota scores highly on every trait. The useful inference is that culture supports performance when it aligns participation and adaptability with a clear purpose and consistent execution.
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The same characteristics can become barriers. Standardisation can shift from a learning baseline to a rule that is followed even when conditions change. Consensus-seeking may improve buy-in but delay urgent decisions. Continuous improvement can become a stream of small efficiency changes while more radical innovation receives insufficient attention. Strong identification with an established system can also create confirmation bias: managers may interpret unfamiliar ideas as threats to the culture rather than opportunities to improve it.
These risks are not proof that Toyota is currently experiencing each problem; they are plausible failure modes to test. The distinction matters because culture analysis should avoid treating Toyota’s reputation as evidence of universal success. Kotter and Heskett (1992) argue that culture-performance relationships depend partly on a culture’s capacity to adapt to changing conditions. A culture can be internally coherent yet externally misaligned. Consequently, Toyota should judge cultural strength not only by consistency with established methods, but by whether those methods enable safe challenge, innovation and responsiveness.
A further limitation is the gap between espoused values and lived experience. Company documents are valuable primary sources for understanding stated expectations, but they have an incentive to present the organisation positively. Evidence of a policy or training programme cannot establish how employees experience speaking up, workload, promotion, fairness or managerial support. Without comparable employee-survey results, site-level qualitative evidence and trend data, it would be unjustified to conclude that respect for people is fully realised across the corporation and its supply chain.
Overall, Toyota’s culture is more likely to be an enabler than a barrier when the two pillars operate together: discipline without learning risks rigidity, while improvement without standards risks inconsistency. The culture becomes a barrier when conformity displaces inquiry, or when participation is symbolic rather than influential. Its effectiveness is therefore conditional, not intrinsic.
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Figure 3. General organisational-health context; these figures are not Toyota performance data.
Culture can influence performance through several pathways: employee behaviour, problem identification, quality routines, coordination, motivation, retention and responsiveness. However, performance is multi-dimensional. A culture that improves process consistency may not automatically improve innovation speed, employee wellbeing, environmental outcomes or financial returns. These dimensions should be evaluated separately rather than combined into one claim that culture ‘improves performance’.
Vanichchinchai’s (2022) multi-firm study provides relevant evidence that the Toyota Way is associated with agile manufacturing across a sample of automotive parts manufacturers. It supports the proposition that an integrated set of technical and people-oriented practices can contribute to responsiveness and capability. Its limitations are equally important: the sample is not a controlled study of Toyota Motor Corporation alone, the relationships do not establish causation, and effects differ by agility outcome. The study should therefore be used as evidence about the wider manufacturing context, not as a precise estimate of Toyota’s own performance. 
Organisational health provides a broader perspective on performance. McKinsey’s supporting research reports associations between improvements in organisational health and financial outcomes across various companies. However, these figures are not Toyota-specific and cannot demonstrate Toyota’s own financial returns. A stronger evaluation would combine operational measures, such as defects, rework, delivery reliability and improvement-cycle time, with employee indicators including psychological safety, engagement, turnover and confidence in raising concerns. Innovation, safety and environmental performance should also be assessed.
Toyota’s culture provides credible mechanisms for improving performance, and external research links the Toyota Way with agility. However, attributing company-wide results directly to culture remains difficult, as performance also depends on strategy, technology, investment, market conditions, regulation and leadership.
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Toyota’s organisational culture is best understood as a task–role hybrid built around the stated pillars of continuous improvement and respect for people. Schein’s model helps distinguish visible production routines, declared values and the deeper assumptions that those practices may express. Handy’s framework clarifies why Toyota combines team-based problem-solving with formal standards and responsibilities. Together, these models show how culture can influence structure and decision-making without reducing the organisation to a single cultural type.
The culture can enable reliable operations, learning and adaptation, but it can also become a barrier if standardisation hardens into rigidity, participation loses influence or established routines crowd out more radical change. Empirical research supports a relationship between the Toyota Way and agile manufacturing in the wider automotive-parts sector, but effects vary by outcome and do not prove a direct company-wide causal effect. Toyota should therefore evaluate its culture through lived employee experience and balanced performance evidence. The central recommendation is to preserve operational discipline while making employee voice, experimentation and responsiveness measurable and consequential.
The analysis suggests five practical priorities: measure whether employees experience respect and psychological safety; protect experimentation alongside essential standards; strengthen cross-functional capability for major mobility, software and decarbonisation shifts; assess cultural indicators alongside operational, workforce and environmental outcomes; and review local implementation with employees and suppliers while retaining shared principles. These actions should be piloted, evaluated against a baseline and expanded only where evidence supports them.
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