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Organisational culture is widely recognised as a fundamental factor influencing how 

organisations operate, shaping employee behaviour, managerial decision-making, 

organisational structure, and long-term performance. According to Laurie J. Mullins and 

Gill Christy (2016), organisational culture refers to “the way things are done around here,” 

which reflects shared values, beliefs, and assumptions that guide behaviour within an 

organisation. In an increasingly globalised business environment, organisational culture 

has become more important than ever, as organisations must integrate employees from 

diverse cultural backgrounds while maintaining coherence, consistency, and strategic 

direction. This is particularly relevant in multinational corporations such as Toyota Motor 

Corporation, whose global success is strongly linked to its distinctive organisational 

culture known as the “Toyota Way.” This philosophy, based on continuous improvement 

(Kaizen) and respect for people, has shaped Toyota’s operational systems, competitive 

advantage, and international expansion. 

 

This essay critically evaluates how organisational culture influences Toyota’s structure 

and decision-making processes, drawing on established theoretical frameworks including 

those developed by Edgar Schein, Geert Hofstede, and Charles Handy. It further 

examines how Toyota leverages its culture to respond to external environmental 

pressures, assesses whether organisational culture acts as an enabler or barrier to 

effectiveness, evaluates its impact on organisational performance, and proposes 

evidence-based recommendations for improvement. 

 

A strong theoretical understanding of organisational culture is necessary to analyse its 

influence effectively. Schein’s (2010) model is one of the most widely used frameworks 

and explains organisational culture through three levels: artifacts, espoused values, and 



basic underlying assumptions. Artifacts are the visible and tangible aspects of an 

organisation, such as its structure, processes, technologies, and observable behaviours. 

Espoused values refer to the stated goals, strategies, and philosophies that guide 

organisational behaviour at a conscious level. Basic underlying assumptions represent 

deeply embedded, unconscious beliefs that shape how individuals perceive and respond 

to organisational situations. This model is particularly relevant to Toyota because many 

of its visible practices are direct expressions of deeper cultural assumptions about 

efficiency, discipline, and continuous improvement. 

 

Hofstede’s (2001) cultural dimensions theory provides additional insight by explaining 

how national culture influences organisational behaviour. Japan is characterised by high 

collectivism, high uncertainty avoidance, and strong long-term orientation. Collectivism 

encourages teamwork, group harmony, and loyalty to the organisation. High uncertainty 

avoidance promotes structured systems, clear procedures, and risk minimisation. Long-

term orientation supports sustained investment in innovation and continuous 

improvement rather than short-term profit maximisation. These cultural characteristics are 

clearly reflected in Toyota’s organisational practices and strategic decisions. 

 

Handy’s (1993) typology of organisational culture further contributes to understanding 

Toyota by categorising cultures into power, role, task, and person cultures. Toyota most 

closely reflects a hybrid of role and task cultures. The role culture is evident in its highly 

structured hierarchy, standardised processes, and clearly defined responsibilities. The 

task culture is visible in its emphasis on teamwork, problem-solving, and cross-functional 

collaboration. Together, these frameworks provide a strong foundation for analysing 

Toyota’s organisational culture and its impact on organisational behaviour. 

 

Toyota’s organisational culture is deeply embedded in its philosophy known as the 

“Toyota Way,” which is built around two core principles: continuous improvement (Kaizen) 

and respect for people (Liker, 2004). These principles are not abstract ideas but are 

embedded in everyday operations, leadership behaviour, and decision-making processes. 

From Schein’s perspective, Toyota’s artifacts include just-in-time production systems, 



standardised work procedures, visual management systems, and quality circles. These 

practices originate from the Toyota Production System (TPS), developed by Taiichi Ohno 

(Ohno, 1988), which focuses on eliminating waste (muda), improving efficiency, and 

ensuring high-quality output. 

 

At the level of espoused values, Toyota promotes teamwork, discipline, efficiency, and 

long-term thinking. These values are reinforced through training systems, leadership 

development, and organisational policies. At the deepest level, Toyota operates on the 

assumption that improvement is continuous and that every employee is responsible for 

identifying problems and contributing to solutions. This creates a culture of shared 

responsibility, where employees are actively involved in organisational improvement 

rather than simply executing tasks. 

 

From Handy’s perspective, Toyota demonstrates characteristics of both role and task 

cultures. The role culture is reflected in its formal structure, standard operating 

procedures, and clearly defined responsibilities. The task culture is reflected in its 

emphasis on collaboration, team-based problem-solving, and continuous improvement 

activities. Hofstede’s framework further reinforces this analysis, as Toyota’s collectivist 

orientation supports group decision-making and teamwork, while high uncertainty 

avoidance encourages structured processes and careful planning. Long-term orientation 

is evident in Toyota’s sustained investment in hybrid and electric vehicle technologies, 

which reflects a strategic focus on future competitiveness rather than short-term gains. 

Organisational culture plays a central role in shaping Toyota’s structure and decision-

making processes. The organisation operates a hybrid structure that combines 

centralised strategic control with decentralised operational decision-making. Employees 

at all levels are encouraged to identify inefficiencies and propose improvements through 

Kaizen activities and quality circles. This decentralisation empowers employees and 

strengthens engagement while maintaining overall organisational alignment through 

standardised processes. 

 



Decision-making at Toyota is heavily influenced by the “ringi” system, a consensus-based 

process in which proposals are circulated among multiple stakeholders before approval 

(Spears and Bowen, 1999). This system ensures that decisions are carefully evaluated 

and widely supported, reducing resistance during implementation. However, while this 

improves decision quality and consistency, it can significantly slow down decision-making 

processes. In fast-moving global markets, this may reduce organisational agility and limit 

responsiveness to external changes. Although consensus reduces risk and enhances 

stability, it may also suppress speed and innovation. Organisational culture also plays a 

crucial role in shaping how Toyota responds to external environmental pressures, 

particularly in relation to globalisation, technological change, and increasing competition 

within the automotive industry. As Toyota has expanded into global markets across 

Europe, North America, and Asia, it has faced the challenge of maintaining a consistent 

organisational culture while also adapting to diverse national and regional expectations. 

This tension between global integration and local responsiveness is a central issue for 

multinational organisations, and Toyota provides a strong example of how organisational 

culture can both support and constrain international operations. 

 

Toyota attempts to maintain cultural consistency through its globally standardised “Toyota 

Way,” which ensures that core principles such as continuous improvement and respect 

for people are applied across all subsidiaries. This creates a unified organisational identity 

that supports efficiency, quality control, and brand reputation. However, differences in 

national cultures often create tensions in implementation. For example, Western 

organisational cultures typically emphasise individual autonomy, faster decision-making, 

and flatter hierarchies, whereas Toyota’s culture is more collective, structured, and 

consensus-driven. These differences can lead to misunderstandings or inefficiencies in 

subsidiaries where employees may expect more flexibility or quicker decision-making 

authority. 

 

This cultural tension reflects Hofstede’s (2001) dimensions, particularly the contrast 

between collectivist and individualist cultures. While Japan’s collectivist orientation 

supports group harmony and long-term cooperation, more individualistic societies may 



prioritise personal initiative and speed over group consensus. As a result, Toyota must 

continuously balance its strong cultural identity with the need for localisation. In practice, 

this has led to a hybrid approach in which Toyota maintains core cultural principles while 

adapting certain management and communication practices to local contexts. This 

approach is often referred to as “glocalisation,” combining global standardisation with 

local adaptation. 

 

Leadership plays a central role in reinforcing Toyota’s organisational culture across global 

operations. Leaders within Toyota are expected to act as cultural role models who 

embody the principles of the Toyota Way in their daily behaviour. This aligns closely with 

Schein’s (2010) argument that leaders are the primary creators and maintainers of 

organisational culture. At Toyota, leadership is strongly focused on mentoring, continuous 

learning, and long-term development rather than short-term performance pressure. 

Managers are expected to develop employees through coaching and structured problem-

solving rather than directive control. 

 

This leadership approach strengthens cultural consistency but can also create challenges 

in global subsidiaries where leadership expectations differ. In many Western 

organisations, leadership is often more individualistic, performance-driven, and focused 

on rapid decision-making. In contrast, Toyota’s leadership style prioritises patience, 

consensus-building, and long-term development. While this supports stability and quality, 

it may reduce speed and flexibility in environments that require rapid adaptation. 

 

Employee behaviour at Toyota is also heavily shaped by organisational culture. The 

principle of Kaizen, or continuous improvement, encourages employees at all levels to 

actively identify inefficiencies and propose improvements. This creates a strong sense of 

involvement and ownership, as employees are not merely task executors but active 

contributors to organisational development. This participative culture enhances 

engagement and supports operational efficiency, as improvements are generated 

continuously from within the workforce. 

 



However, this system can also create pressure on employees to constantly identify 

improvements, which may lead to cognitive fatigue or stress over time. In addition, 

because improvements are expected to be incremental rather than radical, employees 

may be discouraged from proposing disruptive or unconventional ideas. This reflects a 

potential limitation of Toyota’s culture: while it is highly effective in promoting continuous 

improvement, it may not be as supportive of radical innovation or creative disruption. 

Innovation at Toyota is therefore largely incremental rather than disruptive. The Toyota 

Production System is built on continuous refinement of existing processes rather than 

radical transformation. This approach has proven highly effective in manufacturing 

environments where stability, quality, and efficiency are critical. However, in the context 

of rapid technological change in the automotive industry—particularly with the rise of 

electric vehicles and digital mobility platforms—this incremental approach may present 

strategic challenges. 

Competitors in the automotive and technology sectors often adopt more disruptive 

innovation models, prioritising speed and experimentation over structured refinement. 

This contrast highlights a key cultural difference between Toyota and more agile 

organisations. While Toyota’s culture ensures reliability and operational excellence, it 

may limit its ability to respond quickly to technological disruption. This creates a strategic 

tension between efficiency and agility. 

 

Change management at Toyota is similarly shaped by its cultural emphasis on consensus 

and stability. Organisational change is typically implemented gradually and only after 

extensive consultation with multiple stakeholders. This reduces resistance to change and 

ensures smooth implementation across the organisation. However, it also slows down the 

pace of transformation. In fast-moving industries, the ability to implement rapid change is 

increasingly important, and Toyota’s structured approach may therefore create 

disadvantages in highly dynamic environments. 

 

Despite these limitations, Toyota’s approach to innovation and change management has 

historically supported long-term stability and sustained performance. The organisation’s 

focus on continuous improvement ensures that change is not disruptive but evolutionary. 



This reduces operational risk and maintains high levels of quality control. However, the 

challenge moving forward is whether this incremental approach is sufficient in an era 

defined by rapid digital transformation and increasing competition from technology-driven 

automotive firms. 

 

Overall, Toyota’s organisational culture plays a dual role in shaping its global operations. 

On one hand, it provides a strong foundation for consistency, efficiency, and quality. On 

the other hand, it introduces challenges related to speed, flexibility, and adaptability in 

global and technological contexts. This duality highlights the complexity of organisational 

culture as both a source of competitive advantage and a potential constraint on 

organisational development. Organisational culture has had a profound impact on 

Toyota’s long-term performance, particularly in relation to operational efficiency, product 

quality, and global competitiveness. One of the most significant cultural contributions to 

Toyota’s success is its commitment to continuous improvement, which has enabled the 

organisation to achieve consistently high levels of productivity and quality control. The 

Toyota Production System (TPS), developed by Taiichi Ohno, is widely regarded as one 

of the most effective production systems in the world and has been adopted across 

multiple industries. Its emphasis on waste reduction, efficiency, and standardisation 

reflects deeply embedded cultural values that prioritise long-term operational excellence 

over short-term gains. 

Toyota’s cultural emphasis on efficiency and quality has allowed it to build a strong global 

reputation for reliability and consistency. Customers associate the brand with durability 

and engineering excellence, which strengthens customer loyalty and market positioning. 

This reputation is not simply the result of technological capability but is deeply rooted in 

organisational culture, which ensures that quality standards are maintained across all 

levels of production and across global subsidiaries. 

In addition to operational performance, Toyota’s organisational culture plays a key role in 

its innovation strategy. The organisation’s long-term orientation, as described by Geert 

Hofstede, encourages sustained investment in research and development, particularly in 

environmentally sustainable technologies. Toyota has been a global leader in hybrid 

vehicle development, most notably through the Prius, which reflects its ability to align 



cultural values with strategic innovation. This long-term focus allows Toyota to prioritise 

sustainability and gradual technological advancement rather than short-term profitability. 

However, the same cultural strengths that contribute to efficiency and long-term stability 

may also limit Toyota’s ability to respond rapidly to disruptive innovation. In increasingly 

competitive and technology-driven markets, speed and flexibility are critical. 

Organisations that rely heavily on structured processes and consensus-based decision-

making may struggle to adapt quickly to sudden changes in consumer demand or 

technological disruption. This highlights a key limitation of Toyota’s cultural model: while 

it excels in incremental improvement, it may be less effective in environments requiring 

radical transformation. 

 

Knowledge management is another area where organisational culture significantly 

influences performance. Toyota has developed a highly sophisticated system for 

capturing, sharing, and applying knowledge across its global operations. According to 

Dyer and Nobeoka (2000), Toyota operates a network-based knowledge-sharing system 

that extends beyond the organisation itself to include suppliers and partners. This reflects 

a collectivist cultural orientation, where knowledge is viewed as a shared resource rather 

than an individual asset. This system enhances learning, improves efficiency, and 

strengthens supply chain coordination. 

 

The emphasis on shared learning is closely linked to the principle of Kaizen, which 

encourages continuous, incremental improvements driven by employees at all levels. 

This creates a culture of organisational learning in which knowledge is continuously 

generated and refined through practice. However, reliance on established knowledge 

systems can also create inertia. When organisational routines become too deeply 

embedded, it may become difficult to introduce radically new ideas or challenge existing 

assumptions. This can limit innovation in highly dynamic environments where flexibility 

and experimentation are required. 

 

The role of organisational culture as both an enabler and a barrier is clearly evident in 

Toyota’s overall performance. On one hand, culture acts as a powerful enabler by 



promoting efficiency, quality control, employee engagement, and continuous 

improvement. These cultural strengths have enabled Toyota to become one of the most 

successful automotive manufacturers in the world. The Toyota Production System has 

become a global benchmark for operational excellence and has influenced organisations 

across a wide range of industries. 

 

On the other hand, organisational culture can also act as a barrier. The strong emphasis 

on consensus-based decision-making, hierarchical respect, and structured processes 

can slow down responsiveness and reduce flexibility. This was particularly evident during 

the 2009–2010 recall crisis, where delays in decision-making and communication 

challenges highlighted weaknesses in organisational responsiveness. In such situations, 

the very cultural strengths that support stability and quality may also hinder rapid problem-

solving and crisis management. 

 

Another limitation of Toyota’s culture is its potential to suppress dissenting viewpoints. 

The emphasis on group harmony and consensus may discourage employees from 

challenging decisions or proposing radical alternatives. While this supports cohesion and 

reduces internal conflict, it may also limit creativity and critical thinking. In highly 

innovative industries, the ability to challenge assumptions is essential for breakthrough 

innovation. 

Despite these limitations, Toyota’s organisational culture remains a key source of 

sustained competitive advantage. Its ability to combine structured processes with 

employee involvement creates a unique balance between control and empowerment. 

This balance is difficult to replicate and has contributed significantly to Toyota’s long-term 

success. However, maintaining this advantage requires continuous adaptation of cultural 

practices to meet changing environmental demands. 

 

To remain competitive in the future, Toyota must ensure that its organisational culture 

evolves in response to global and technological changes. One key recommendation is to 

increase cultural flexibility within international subsidiaries. While maintaining core values, 

Toyota should allow greater adaptation of management practices to suit local cultural 



expectations. This would improve communication, employee engagement, and 

operational efficiency across diverse markets. 

 

Another important recommendation is to introduce more agile decision-making processes 

alongside the traditional consensus-based system. While consensus ensures high-quality 

decisions, it may not always be suitable in fast-moving environments. A more flexible 

hybrid model would allow Toyota to respond more quickly to technological disruptions 

while maintaining organisational alignment. 

 

Toyota should also invest further in cross-cultural training and leadership development. 

As a global organisation, effective communication across cultural boundaries is essential. 

Training programmes that enhance cultural awareness would improve collaboration 

between headquarters and international subsidiaries. 

 

Finally, Toyota should strengthen its integration of digital transformation within its 

organisational culture. As the automotive industry shifts toward electrification, automation, 

and data-driven technologies, Toyota must ensure that its culture supports 

experimentation and innovation in digital spaces. This may require a cultural shift toward 

greater acceptance of risk and experimentation. 

 

In conclusion, organisational culture plays a central and multifaceted role in shaping 

Toyota’s structure, decision-making, and performance. Theoretical frameworks such as 

those developed by Schein, Hofstede, and Handy demonstrate that Toyota’s culture is 

deeply embedded and closely aligned with its strategic objectives. While it provides 

significant advantages in terms of efficiency, quality, and long-term stability, it also 

introduces challenges related to flexibility, speed, and adaptability. Ultimately, Toyota’s 

continued success will depend on its ability to balance cultural consistency with the need 

for innovation and responsiveness in an increasingly complex global environment. 
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