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Since becoming president in 2009, I made decisions as I followed the path
I believed in. 

It has not always been clear whether the path I chose was the correct one.

Then, in 2020, everything ground to a halt. With that lack of movement, 
I felt able to envision the path ahead for the first time.

I had never experienced the importance of moving forward this way before.

Photograph by Akio Toyoda

Nor had I ever been more grateful for the ability to move forward.

During those days I strongly felt the responsibility to plan for the future.

Now we can move forward again, thanks to the many friends joining 
me on the path I’ve chosen to take.

I want to express my gratitude and keep the memory of 2020 in my heart.

 Akio Toyoda
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For details see pages 18 and 24.

“I want to be remembered as the 
president who’s most genba-oriented.” 

“I want to 
protect 
manufacturing.”
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“I want to 
 say ‘Thank you.’”

“I want to make 
someone’s work easier.”

Akio Toyoda repeatedly expressed his gratitude in 
2020. The images on this page are from the closing 
ceremony at Toyota’s Higashi-Fuji Plant on Decem-
ber 7, 2020, after 53 years in operation. The history 
of this much-loved plant ended with words of grati-
tude for the facility and those who worked there.

For details see pages 25, 42, and 88. 009008 009008



“ Let’s 
 make ever-better 

cars.”

Photography by Noriaki Mitsuhashi / N-RAK PHOTO AGENCY For details see page 68. 011010 011010



“The future 
holds no easy 
answers —

— but there is 
a future I want 

to reach.”
For details see page 90. 013012 013012
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As the third president from Toyota’s founding family, 
Akio Toyoda has an unmatched love of company tra-
ditions. Yet he is somewhat of a maverick in his own 
right, at times breaking convention without a second 
thought. 

Akio’s words and deeds throughout 2020’s global 
crisis were full of surprises. They revealed his unique 
character. This key phrase sums up what makes Akio 
Toyoda who he is: 

“We’ll bring back what makes us Toyota.” 
Consistently repeating this mantra since becoming 

president, he has worked to tackle numerous, almost 
incomprehensible challenges, and he has done it in 
the Toyota Way. 

So how did his initiatives fare in turbulent 2020? 
It’s time to take a look.

Looking back on the 
fight to return to the 
essence of Toyota in 2020

What Makes Akio 
Akio Toyoda

Photograph by Noriaki Mitsuhashi / N-RAK PHOTO AGENCY 017016 017



In 2020, a year that can only be described as 
turbulent, it became clear what kind of per-
son and leader Akio Toyoda is. Most evident 
was his strong determination. If you look up 
“determination” in the dictionary, the defini-
tion is usually akin to “firmness of purpose.” 
A focus on purpose is a way to counter poten-
tially dangerous or undesirable outcomes, as 
is the fortitude to ascertain, based on obser-
vation, actions needed to avoid such out-
comes. 

There could not have been a trait more 
important last year. As the virus spread, 
causing unprecedented damage, it was not 
just people that were impacted. COVID-19 
posed an unparalleled threat to industry, in-
cluding the automotive industry. The impact 
of the virus—felt everywhere—was notably 
present and obvious as it significantly dam-
aged sales of new vehicles and disrupted 
production lines and supply chains. 

In the midst of the crisis, Akio—tasked 
with leading the 370,000 global employees of 
Toyota Motor Corporation and simultane-
ously serving as chairman of the Japan Auto-

The real intent behind 
Toyota’s financial forecast 
during the COVID-19 pandemic

Human assets were what he 
wanted to protect the most

The roots of Akio’s 
determination

In the fight against the poorly understood COVID-19 pandemic, Akio Toyoda 
has shown determination in many ways. Facing hardships head-on and 
making moves based on long-term vision even when it means taking risks—
these are some of the fundamental principles he believes in.

Stand firm, face hardship, 
and carry on, 
no matter the odds 

Determination 

Protect domestic production 
of 3 million vehicles, 

no matter what

In April 2020 a press conference was held jointly by 
four organizations, including the Japan Automobile 
Manufacturers Association (JAMA). As JAMA chair-
man, Akio explained how the automotive industry 
would deal with the COVID-19 pandemic.

mobile Manufacturers Association (JAMA)—
showed determination. 

One example was his decision to deliver 
a financial forecast in May at the briefing an-
nouncing Toyota’s financial results for the 
fiscal year ending in March 2020. Akio stated 
that the company was expecting to make a 
profit of approximately 500 billion yen for the 
following fiscal year. This was a truly stun-
ning projection to make during the COVID-19 
pandemic—a situation in which no one could 
predict what would happen in the next month, 
let alone in the coming year. Many companies 
had avoided announcing a forecast, consid-
ering the task impossible because of the un-
certainties from the quickly spreading virus. 
However, the forecast from Toyota was most-
ly announced to help set a benchmark, with 
knowledge that actual results would likely 
di¡er significantly. In many analyst and fi-
nancial circles, it was viewed as a risky move. 

So why did Toyota’s leader risk announc-
ing a forecast, especially one showing profit? 
In response to a question about the risk, 
raised at the shareholders’ meeting held 
about a month after the financial briefing, 
Akio explained the reasoning as follows. 

“The automotive industry depends on co-
operation among an extremely large number 

of companies, with 75 percent of compo-
nents made by parts manufacturers. I 
thought that if Toyota didn’t project a plan, it 
would leave our suppliers and others who 
work with us feeling very worried about what 
to do. In that sense, my intention was to pro-
pose a plan that would serve as a road map.”

In the Q&A session following the May 
briefing, Akio had said, “Being in a crisis 
makes it especially important to be frank 
about the situation and what we know about 
it, and to present a clear goal. I hope this goal 
will help the broad range of companies in the 
automotive industry make their own prepa-
rations and plans. By sharing what we’ve 
come to understand in a timely manner, I 
hope to work with everyone through these 
unpredictable times to manage the crisis and 
bring the situation close to our original plan.”

Akio’s comments showed his under-
standing of just how important the automo-
tive industry is. Statistics indicate that the 
economic ripple e¡ect of one move from the 
automotive industry has 2.5 times the impact 
on other industries. Thus a quick recovery of 
the automotive industry would be critical to 
the revival of the broader economy. Announc-
ing Toyota’s financial forecast despite the 
risks clearly showed Akio’s determination to 

At Toyota’s financial briefing in May, Akio re-
viewed initiatives and critical changes that 
had been made following the global financial 
crisis of 2008—when the company had fallen 
into the red—up to the current day, providing 
figures as he did so. This was what had led 
him to have enough confidence to announce 
a forecasted profit of 500 billion yen for the 
fiscal year ending in March 2021. After the 
profit announcement, he also boldly pro-
claimed the company’s intention to maintain 
an annual domestic production of 3 million 
vehicles. He said protecting that production 
was of utmost importance.

The emphasis on maintaining production 
was not unusual: Akio had shown that deter-
mination when he was first appointed presi-
dent in 2009, and it’s something he has 
stressed repeatedly ever since. His resolve 
has been tested. Since the 2008 global finan-
cial crisis, there have been natural disasters, 
fluctuations negatively impacting foreign ex-
change rates, and other economic consider-
ations. In fact, overall domestic production 
declined in the 10 years since the financial 
crisis, and maintaining such a high level of 
domestic production has faced strong head-
winds and brought considerable di©culties 
to Toyota. Holding fast to these production 
numbers has required Akio’s determination 
to maintain that level “no matter what.” 

With all the headwinds and challenges, 
why is Akio so determined to maintain do-
mestic production? It’s because he feels a 
need to protect the work sites that are the 
heart of Toyota. In Japan, there’s a manufac-
turing tradition known as monozukuri. Shut-
ting down work sites where monozukuri has 
been kept alive is tantamount to abandoning 
the places where the true competitive advan-
tage is honed, not to mention the thousands 
of highly skilled people at those work sites. 
And herein lies the key: people are the real 

To better understand why Akio is able to be 
so determined, it would help to look into his 
personal background. As a matter of fact, his 
life has been characterized by challenges he 
has had to face and overcome. Though he 
was born into Toyota’s founding family, his 
father, Shoichiro Toyoda, strongly advocated 
that he decide for himself how he would live 
his life.

As a student Akio showed no interest in 

source of a competitive advantage. 
Put simply, what Akio wants to protect at 

all costs is human assets. Protecting that 
also means protecting employment. And this 
isn’t just about Toyota: it’s about all of the 
people working in the huge supply chain. Un-
derstanding the responsibilities, accepting 
the disadvantages, and facing up to the di©-
culties—these were the real intentions be-
hind the determination to protect domestic 
production, no matter what.

running Toyota. After graduating from Keio 
University, he completed an MBA at Babson 
College in the United States and joined an in-
vestment bank. People around him often said 
he was probably working there to learn 
things that would prepare him to take over at 
Toyota, but he truly intended to spend the 
rest of his life outside the company. For Akio, 
being born into the Toyoda family was like a 
set of heavy shackles. However, after much 
introspection, he changed his perspective, 
seeing the challenge of running Toyota and 
making a decision to face it. This gave him 
strong purpose and determination.

When he shared his intention with his fa-
ther, Shoichiro immediately warned him that 
no one in the company would want to have 
him as a subordinate. Though Akio under-
stood that, he held to his decision and joined 
Toyota anyway, finding himself labeled a sci-
on of the founding family everywhere he went. 

He then asked himself again, “Who am I?” 
He felt troubled and coped with feelings of 
loneliness in spite of being blessed with 
bosses who were suitably tough on him. No-

lead this revival. The risk paid o¡.
At a financial disclosure only about six 

months later, in November, the company an-
nounced it would be revising its forecast for 
full-year operating profit upward, from 500 
billion yen to 1.3 trillion yen. Akio didn’t take 
sole credit though, summarizing, “We’re 
committed to making the automotive indus-
try the driving force of the economy. All I did 
was point the way. We owe everything we’ve 
achieved to the power of the people on the 
ground who aimed in that direction and kept on 
working.” 
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Determination
What Makes Akio, Akio Toyoda: Part 1 

Akio’s determination was tested again fol-
lowing his appointment as president of the 
Toyota Motor Corporation in 2009. Sales had 
enjoyed a rapid increase before the 2008 fi-
nancial crisis, but as with many companies, 
the historic global recession impacted sales, 
and Toyota’s performance plummeted. In the 
fiscal year ending in March 2009, the com-
pany recorded its first loss in 70 years—a 
huge deficit of 461 billion yen. For Akio, this 
was a case of starting from less than nothing. 

As he considered the root cause for the 
loss, Akio focused on management policies; 
one was a pursuit of quantity and profits, 
which he felt had made the company grow 
too fast. He therefore set a goal of going back 
to what had made Toyota the company it had 
been prior to the crisis, and began taking the 
first tentative steps toward achieving it. 

Not long after, he faced another major 
problem with the potential to shake Toyota to 
its core: large-scale recalls, starting in the 
United States, brought Toyota an unprece-

Akio’s presidency started
in desperate times

Akio’s personal investment in 
a new Toyota group company 

Looking toward the future with
unflinching determination

An all-sta¡ meeting held in July 2020 marked the 
launch of the Woven Planet Holdings Group. The man 
seated with Akio is Dr. James Ku¡ner, CEO of Woven 
Planet Holdings.

In the mid-2010s, Toyota finally shook o¡ its 
deficit and shifted toward strengthening its 
true competitive advantage. Around this 
time, important developments that had the 
potential to impact and influence the future 
of the entire automotive industry arose. First, 
the concept of CASE (Connected, Autono-

From automobile company 
to “mobility company”

dented bashing from all over the world. Akio 
was summoned to testify at a public hearing 
in the United States shortly after his appoint-
ment as president. He held press conferenc-
es in Japan, which were broadcast live, to 
apologize for the growing concern the com-
pany had created. At that time he had a deep 
sense that “I’ve been abandoned by both my 
country and the company.”

While Akio said that’s how he felt, what 
filled his heart most wasn’t despair, as his 
full quote explains: “I’ve been abandoned by 
both my country and the company. But I love 
Toyota. I want to protect the Toyota I love.” 
Sometime after the public hearing, he met 
with stakeholders and shared another feel-
ing he had: “At the hearing I was not alone. 
You and your colleagues, across America and 
around the world, were with me.”

Though it was a devastating situation, 
Akio felt a bond with fellow Toyota employ-
ees and stakeholders and made the decision 
not to blame anyone, instead resolving to 
meet criticism with sincerity. These experi-
ences undoubtedly impacted Akio, further 
fueling his sense of purpose and expanding 
his capacity for determination. 

But the crises were not over. Akio went 
on to face what have been described as the 
“Six Hardships” or even “Seven Hardships,” 
including the Great East Japan Earthquake 
and Thailand floods of 2011 and a super-
strong yen. Despite all of these, he main-
tained determination to keep to his purpose, 
one inextricably intertwined with risk and 
costs. His determination was further em-
boldened by the drive to protect his peers. 
His resolve expressed during the COVID-19 
crisis may be seen as an extension of that.

mous, Shared, and Electric) technologies 
was advocated by Mercedes-Benz, then tak-
en up by car manufacturers around the 
world. Notably, at the same time, the concept 
of MaaS (an abbreviation for Mobility as a 
Service, in which the goal is to utilize infor-
mation technology to connect means of 
transport) began to spread. The industry en-
tered an era in which the concept of car man-
ufacturing itself would undergo fundamental 

While we’ve discussed Akio’s background 
and role as president of Toyota Motor Corpo-
ration, in July 2020 something happened that 
highlights his determination as an individual. 
When it was announced that TRI-AD would 
expand and become the Woven Planet Hold-
ings Group,  Akio disclosed that he had made 
a personal investment in it, apart from what 
had already been invested by Toyota Motor 
Corporation. In fact, he has committed a con-
siderable part of his personal fortune to the 

project. 
When asked why he had taken this extraor-

dinary step, he replied, “Because there are no 
easy answers as to what the future holds. At a 
company you work within a corporate structure 
where you make decisions based on logical 
discussion of how much return a certain invest-
ment might bring. However, in this uncharted 
era, not everything can be considered using 
such logical mechanisms. 

“I’ve been president of Toyota Motor Cor-
poration since 2009, but it has been a strug-
gle with such a large organization. Large 
organizations try to do things logically based 
on their experiences with success in the past. 
I as an individual, by contrast, am more driv-
en to follow my visions of a world where we 
can earn smiles on more people’s faces.

“Toyota once experienced a change of its 
business model from making automated 
looms to making automobiles. Now it’s time 
for our next model change, and at this critical 
juncture I wanted to reflect my own ideas, not 
so much as company president but as an in-
dividual, about the kind of future world I 
imagine might be fun and might bring smiles 
to people’s faces. That’s why I decided to 
make a personal investment. 

“I’m the third-generation descendant of 
Kiichiro [Akio’s grandfather and the founder 
of Toyota Motor Corporation], and under Ja-
pan’s inheritance-tax system, by the time as-
sets are handed down this far from the first 

generation there’s hardly anything left. Ki-
ichiro dared to take advantage of what he in-
herited from his father, Sakichi [founder of 
Toyota Automatic Loom Works, the prede-
cessor of Toyota], to establish Toyota Motor 
Corporation. As the third generation, I asked 
myself if I should just sit back and enjoy my 
life now because I can rely on the current 
value of Toyota. My answer was ‘no.’ 

“I thought I should utilize my family as-
sets to invest in the future. In other words, I 
felt I should endeavor to do a model change 
of my assets to show my personal commit-
ment to the future. I realized that part of my 
role, inherited from my forebears, is to try to 
change Toyota’s business, as has been done 
in each previous generation. With that in 
mind, I didn’t think I could show my commit-
ment only by acting in my capacity as presi-
dent of Toyota.”

In fact, Akio’s grandfather Kiichiro also 
invested his own personal fortune in Toyota 
Motor Corporation in the early days. People 
said behind his back that he would not suc-
ceed, but he built the company with steady 
determination. Akio’s decision to invest must 
have been made while picturing his grand- 
father’s greatness.

In Akio’s words, “Taking on challenges in 
this uncharted era requires individual com-
mitment.” By putting his money behind his 
faith in the future, he is once again showing 
the strength of his determination.

change. 
Amid what has been coined a “once-in-a-

century transformational period,” Toyota, too, 
found itself needing to transform. Deter-
mined to do so, Akio made an announcement 
at the 2018 CES electronics trade fair in the 
United States. On stage at the global event, 
he proclaimed, “I’ve resolved to transform 
Toyota into a mobility company—one that 
goes beyond being an automobile company 
and helps people be mobile in a variety of 
ways. One night, I realized that our competi-
tors will no longer be just automobile compa-
nies, but will also include the likes of Google, 
Apple, and Facebook. That’s because we 
weren’t originally a car maker either.”

Along with this announcement Akio de-
terminedly laid out a vision for Toyota as a 
mobility company, including by introducing 
the multipurpose automated BEV e-Palette. 
Later the company pushed further into CASE 
and MaaS by establishing Toyota Research 
Institute Advanced Development (TRI-AD), 
now the Woven Planet Holdings Group, to re-
search automated driving technologies. Toyota 

also embarked on collaborations with IT com-
panies, including Softbank and the Singa- 
porean ride-hailing service-app operator Grab. 

Momentum in this space has risen year 
after year; highlights include new capital and 
business alliances with telecommunications 
companies NTT and KDDI in 2020. Perhaps 
one of the most surprising announcements 
was Woven City, Akio’s vision of a prototype 
city, a major project underway now that will 
require much attention from the president, 
now a veteran after 11 years in his position. It 
surely can be said that from its very begin-
nings, Akio’s presidency has not enjoyed a 
single moment of peace and quiet. Though 
the future has not always been clear, Akio 
has met each challenge with a renewed 
sense of purpose and determination. 

table superiors included Nanpachi Hayashi 
(later a director), whom Akio worked under 
immediately upon joining the company, and 
Koji Kobayashi (currently chief risk o©cer), 
whom he met later in the Finance Depart-
ment.
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In April 2020, shortly after the first declara-
tion of a state of emergency in Japan, a joint 
press conference was held by four domestic 
associations involved in auto manufacturing 
(the Japan Automobile Manufacturers Asso-
ciation, the Japan Auto Parts Industries As-
sociation, the Japan Auto-Body Industries 
Association, and the Japan Automotive Ma-
chinery and Tool Manufacturers Association). 
The subject was the auto industry’s response 
to the spreading epidemic. 

One of the main topics was how the auto 
industry would provide support for frontline 
health-care workers. Many overseas auto 
manufacturers were shifting from building 
cars to producing artificial respirators and 
other medical devices. Akio, who also serves 
as the chairman of JAMA, explained the posi-
tion of auto manufacturers in Japan: “We rec-
ognize that there are people expecting us to 
make artificial respirators. However, these 
are complex pieces of equipment, as are au-
tomobiles, and we understand just how di©-
cult it is to make products that a¡ect people’s 
lives. It’s not easy.”

He thus adopted a cautious stance on the 
highly topical issue of manufacturing medi-
cal devices, while at the same time getting 
behind the production of personal protection 
equipment such as face masks, the setting 

Wise measures when
COVID-19 struck

H idden history behind the 
birth of Toyota

The Toyota identity that
Akio champions

From the financial crisis that rocked the world in 2008 to the recalls, the Tohoku 
earthquake, a super-strong yen, and the COVID-19 pandemic, Akio Toyoda has 
experienced a succession of hardships. Throughout, he has drawn strength 
from his own unwavering beliefs. 

The philosophy behind 
Akio Toyoda’s core beliefs

Conviction

In 1924 Sakichi unveiled his Type G automatic loom, 
which was distinguished by a mechanism to enable 
automatic shuttle changes. This invention was the be-
ginning of the Toyota concept of jidoka (automation 
with a human touch).

This 1890 wooden handloom was the first 
invention by Sakichi Toyoda, who went on to 
acquire more than 100 domestic and for-
eign patents. At a time when looms were 
normally operated with two hands, he in-
vented a mechanism that could be run with 
only one. This greatly improved quality and 
e©ciency. The loom is on display at the To- 
yota Commemorative Museum of Industry 
and Technology in Aichi prefecture.

up of quarantine facilities, and the provision 
of vehicles to assist the transfer of patients. 
You might find this a surprising position for 
an acknowledged man of action. But, as Akio 
said himself, making medical devices is an 
extremely serious business a¡ecting peo-
ple’s lives. His decision was made after care-
fully weighing the risks of starting up a new 
manufacturing endeavor in haste amid an 
atmosphere of confusion. 

Having endured the trials of recovery 
from a deficit caused by too-rapid growth, 
Akio truly understood the dangers of letting 
one’s reach exceed one’s grasp. He went on 
to say, “Instead we would like to start by go-
ing to the makers of medical devices and 
supporting them through our know-how, 
such as by improving their production pro-
cesses so they can make even one more de-
vice than they could before.” He believed that 
supporting the manufacture of medical 
equipment through auto-industry skills was 
the best way to contribute.

Acting with conviction means staying true to 
one’s core beliefs. So what exactly  does Akio 
believe in? There’s no doubt it’s the quintes-
sential Toyota identity developed in the com-
pany throughout its history.

When people in the automotive industry 

are asked what makes Toyota “Toyota,” the 
first thing they think of is probably the Toyota 
Production System (TPS), whose fundamen-
tal concepts are expressed in frequently 
used terms such as jidoka (automation with a 
human touch), “just-in-time,” kaizen (continu-
ous improvement), and genchi genbutsu (go-
ing to the source to get the facts). 

TPS can be roughly explained as a pro-
duction system based on the philosophy of 
achieving complete elimination of waste in 
pursuit of the most e©cient methods. Its 
groundwork was laid by Toyota Motor Corpo-
ration founder—and Akio’s grandfather— 
Kiichiro Toyoda. It was further developed into 
a system by Taiichi Ono.

The two main pillars of the TPS are jidoka 
and just-in-time. Jidoka means incorporating 
human wisdom into machines and enabling 
them to react to what is good or bad in the 
workflow. The term just-in-time means mak-
ing what’s needed, when it’s needed, and in 
the amount that’s needed. The origin of these 
two concepts goes back to Toyoda Automatic 
Loom Works, the predecessor of Toyota Mo-
tor Corporation.

In 1926 Akio’s great-grandfather Sakichi 
established Toyoda Automatic Loom Works 
to manufacture the Type G automatic loom 
he had invented. This loom had the world’s 
first mechanism to automatically replace 
yarn when it broke or ran out. Conventional 
looms were described as “one person, one 

machine”: one person was needed per loom 
to troubleshoot broken yarn. The Type G au-
tomatic loom could detect problems and fix 
them without human intervention: this was 
the origin of jidoka. By eliminating the task of 
changing yarn by hand in the event of a 
break, the Type G greatly reduced lost pro-
duction time. This led in turn to just-in-time 
production: increasing e©ciency by minimiz-
ing the time taken from the beginning to the 
end of each step in a process. 

As the hallmark of Toyota’s identity, TPS 
is at the very root of the company—a found-
ing principle whose birth coincided with the 
beginnings of Toyota itself. Such strong roots 
are precisely what gives Akio his unwavering 
conviction.

TPS is generally perceived to be a system for 
pursuing productivity, but according to Akio, 
“Improved productivity is only one result.” To 
support this, he recounts a little-known epi-
sode behind the development of the Type G 
automatic loom.

Previously, weft yarn was threaded 

through an opening in one end of a wooden 
shuttle. When the yarn broke or ran out, the 
operator had to suck on the hole to draw the 
new yarn through it. However, repeatedly do-
ing so sometimes caused lung disease as a 
result of inhaled cotton dust. The Type G au-
tomatic loom solved that problem by auto-
matically drawing the yarn far enough out to 
eliminate the need for sucking.

Akio explains, “This invention grew out of 
the desire to help workers who were damag-
ing their lungs. It’s true that productivity also 
increased tremendously. But that was just 
one result. Workers were having lung prob-
lems, equipment was constantly stopping, 
and machines had to be monitored continu-
ously because of yarn breaks. Sakichi invent-
ed a fault-management system that could 
detect and troubleshoot problems, and pro-
ductivity went up. Yet that was not the origi-
nal goal.”

Akio also shares a little-known story 
about why Sakichi started to build looms in 
the first place. “Sakichi, the son of a carpen-
ter, read a wide variety of books every day to 
learn what he could do to help people. While 
reading he noticed that his mother toiled at 
her loom until late every night, and wondered 
how he could make her work easier. That 
was his focus.”

Sakichi’s first invention was the wooden 
handloom pictured below at left. A major fea-
ture of this loom was that it could be operat-
ed with one hand—a breakthrough at a time 
when looms required two hands. As a result, 
his mother’s work became incomparably 
easier. “TPS is often equated with improving 
e©ciency,” Akio says, “and changing how 
work is done has practically come to be seen 
as its goal. However, the true goal is to make 
someone’s job easier. I think that’s the best 
way to understand it.” 
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For a long time Akio has been thinking that 
TPS is not just for production sites. He once 
related an experience in 2020 that convinced 
him of that even more. Toyota’s Olympic and 
Paralympic Transport Operations Improve-
ment O©ce had been set up in Tokyo to re-
search using TPS as its concept to make the 
transportation of athletes and others attend-
ing the Tokyo 2020 Olympic and Paralympic 
Games safer and more comfortable. Toyota 
was working with group companies TOYOTA 
Connected and Hino Motors on a daily basis 
to improve various transportation systems. 
One day in early 2020 Akio made a visit to see 
their work.

“I asked question after question about 
my concerns,” he said. “Won’t buses get stuck 
here? If buses run late, will you know? What 
will you do when a system goes down? The  
19-kilometer-per-hour speed of the e-Palette 
is pretty fast—have you experienced the im-
pact passengers will feel when it stops sud-
denly?” However, Akio found that most of his 
questions had already been considered and 
addressed through genchi genbutsu, a pillar 
of TPS that teaches the best way to solve 
problems is to go and work directly on-site. 
“People from outside the company who were 

Appreciating the potential of 
TPS anew

A unique diagram, 
rediscovered in 2020

In 2020, Toyota held a workshop to reacquaint em-
ployees with the Toyota Production System. At the 
kick-o¡ session Akio lectured in depth about his own 
interpretation of TPS.

This original diagram titled “What Is 
Toyota?” was created more than 60 
years ago. An employee brought it to 
Akio’s attention in 2020, and the 
scheme of important principles saw 
the light of day once again.

Since 2009 — Akio’s the most 
genba-oriented president

Thorough adherence to an on-site, or genba, 
approach is another of Akio’s firm beliefs. He 
expressed a determination to be “the most 
genba-oriented president” when he first took 
up the position, and he has rea©rmed it 
many times in the years since. 

An important Toyota philosophy in rela-
tion to production sites is genchi genbutsu. It’s 
a traditional teaching that, as mentioned ear-
lier, is part of TPS. Akio explains this principle 
as follows: “Genchi genbutsu isn’t merely 
about visiting the scene and observing it. It’s 
about regarding what’s happening in front of 

I want to be the most genba-
oriented president

The goal is not to increase 
productivity, but to make 
someone’s work easier

listening to the answers with me said it was 
as if they had been scripted. I thought so, too. 
How did that happen? I think it was because 
we have a shared concept and language, 
namely, TPS.”

Akio had visited a research center for the 
first time in a long while. Nevertheless, he 
and the sta¡ shared virtually the same un-
derstanding of the actions to take. TPS pro-
vided a compass. Furthermore, it allowed 
them to minimize the time to reach a consen-
sus on issues and solutions, exemplifying 
another TPS pillar: just-in-time. This is what 
Akio means when he says TPS is not just for 
production sites. As he has explained to em-
ployees,  “I want everyone who works at Toyo-
ta to learn the concept and skills of TPS, and 
develop their own expertise based on it. If 
Taiichi Ono were still alive, he surely wouldn’t 
keep TPS shut up within the plants, but would 
roll it out all the way to the customers.”

The Toyota identity is Akio Toyoda’s unshak-
able rock. While TPS is the concept that lies 
at its core, there’s another example that 
more comprehensively illustrates what the 
Toyota identity means. It’s the diagram titled 
“What Is Toyota?” shown on the opposite 

you as your own business, and striving to 
make it better. Steady kaizen—continuous 
improvement—lets you make things easier 
and more enjoyable for yourself while also 
making the people around you happy. Sakichi 
and Kiichiro were also committed to the gen-

chi genbutsu principle. Kiichiro once wrote 
about the engineer mindset, ‘Many Japanese 
engineers work at desks. When it comes time 
to get up and put their ideas into practice, 
they suddenly lose confidence and can’t act 
for fear of criticism. Engineers like that can’t 
make cars.’ 

“I think what he was expressing there 
was the culture that people who know the 
scene firsthand make a di¡erence. It doesn’t 
matter what their job titles are. In the end, 
people who are on scene, close to the action, 
and watching closely with personal interest 
will succeed. People learn and grow through 

In lonely, adverse times,
look again to guiding
principles

“It’s lonely being president,” Akio has said. 
While facing adversity upon adversity, he 
must have agonized, unnoticed, countless 
times. Despite this, he always managed to 
keep following the path he believes in. When 
troubled or unsure, he could turn for guid-
ance to the Toyota identity. After all, it is the 
crystallization of the wisdom that the vast 
Toyota community has accumulated like tree 
rings through the decades, and that forms 
the core of Toyota’s competitiveness. It is for 
this reason that Akio has studied and em-
braced the Toyota identity more passionately 
than anyone else, and for this reason that he 
characterizes his presidency as “a fight to 
bring back what makes us Toyota.”

Akio’s words are sometimes criticized as 
naive idealism. However, what he is seeking 
as he says them is not so much an ideal. He’s 
invoking the unshakable convictions at the 
root of who he is.

page. It was created by Taizo Ishida—who 
was called the “Great Banto,” or head clerk, of 
the company after Kiichiro Toyoda died in 
1952—and Shotaro Kamiya. Although the di-
agram doesn’t use the term TPS, studying 
the diagram carefully reveals a lot of con-
cepts in common with it. One of these is the 
Creative Idea Suggestion System in the ap-
proximate middle of the diagram; Akio thinks 
this captures the essence of TPS in a nut-
shell. 

A section spanning the width of the dia-
gram, about one-third of the way up from the 
bottom, sums up the importance of people 
with “Management Depends on Human Re-
sources” and “Employees pass skills down  
similar to the sharing from father to son.” 
These skills refer to TPS itself and another 
tenet critical to Toyota’s strength: building 
cost planning into the design. Veterans at 
Toyota production sites who are experts at 
these things have long been called oyaji and 
given father-like roles. Passing skills from 
father to son can also be interpreted as pass-
ing them from experienced to inexperienced.

After being discovered in an old pamphlet 
in 2020, the conical diagram was revised and 
reissued along with an updated Toyota Phi-
losophy from Akio. Akio has said, “I get a lot of 
advice from having created the Philosophy. 
The important thing is to continue discussing 

the Toyota identity based on this diagram, 
and use it as a tool to reexamine ourselves as 
we respond to the changes around us.”

Conviction
What Makes Akio, Akio Toyoda: Part 2 

the philosophy of genchi genbutsu. That is 
something I’ve believed up to now and al-
ways will believe in the future.” 

So, being a president who’s closest to the 
scene is another value that has been part of 
the Toyota identity ever since the company 
was founded.
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From VP and director 
to oyaji and banto 

What people do with
their titles is what counts

Truths stressed in
labor-management 
discussions

Akio Toyoda’s principle of action is simple: Keep what should be kept, change 
what should be changed. Here’s a look at changes Toyota made internally in 
2020 and the thinking that went into them.

Every transformation 
supports the Toyota identity

Dare to Change

Work with “roles” 
rather than “titles”

Abolish the position 
of vice president 

to foster mutually 
respectful relationships

The traditional corporate titles for Mitsuru Kawai (top) 
and Koji Kobayashi (bottom) were replaced with the 
roles oyaji (father) and banto (head clerk), respectively. 
Speaking at the Toyota shareholders’ meeting, Ko-
bayashi introduced himself by saying, “I’m Kobayashi, 
the banto,” before taking questions. 

This triangular table arrangement was adopted in the 
labor-management negotiations in early 2020. Em-
ployee representatives sit at left, Toyota managers at 
right, and Akio with top management at the rear.

About a month before elimination of the vice-
president position was announced, Toyota’s 

Retiring the title of 
vice president: a first in 
Toyota history

Akio Toyoda, president of Toyota Motor Cor-
poration, is currently tackling two priority 
missions. One, the “fight to bring back what 
makes us Toyota,” has been ongoing since 
the beginning of his presidency. The other is 
a “full model change for the future,” unveiled 
in 2018. The process to achieve these major 
goals has involved fundamental changes in 
Toyota’s massive global organization.

Since becoming president, Akio has im-
plemented changes in the management 
structure nearly every year. One of particular 
interest took place in 2020—the retirement 
of the position of vice president. Since 2017 
Toyota had been run by Akio’s so-called 
“Seven Samurai,” consisting of six vice presi-
dents and himself, based on the famous Ku-
rosawa film by the same name. At the time, it 

aptly described the group. However, Akio 
subsequently eliminated the structure of six 
vice presidents, integrating those positions 
into the executive-o©cer tier. 

To help explain what this meant to ac-
complish, Akio used the famous “elephant 
analogy”: “Toyota has been such a large, 
structured organization for so long that even 
people who had risen to the vice-president 
level were only seeing, for example, the feet 
or trunk of the elephant—in other words, 
their own immediate area of responsibility. 
The Seven Samurai were driving the ele-
phant, but holding the vice-president titles 
narrowed their fields of vision.”

According to Akio, the president and vice 
presidents should be driving the entire ele-
phant, but the titles associated with the posi-
tions tended to limit their focus to only the 
“feet or trunk.” Akio went on to say, “The idea 
that the people driving the elephant with me 
should get rid of their titles resulted in abol-

ishing the vice-president position. The same 
people still have their main responsibilities, 
and I consult with them to drive the elephant. 
I think that’s how top management should 
work.” 

Top-management positions are viewed 
as ones that should take responsibility for all 
that is being done. These leaders should fo-
cus on providing opportunities for others and 
guiding them, rather than doing it all them-
selves. Empowerment gives work meaning.

The aim, therefore, of removing the title 
of vice president was to clarify the roles of 
top management. This reorganization also 
put general managers at the executive level, 
whereas they had previously been consid-
ered at the board-member level. This ac-
complished the same aim.

Something else about this personnel an-
nouncement caused a stir. The business 
cards of former vice presidents Koji Ko-
bayashi and Mitsuru Kawai were adjusted to 
now bear the descriptions banto and oyaji, 
respectively. Banto (head clerk) is an older 
term for the senior employee at a merchant 
house, and oyaji, literally “father,” is also used 
to refer to the master of a workshop with af-
fection and respect. According to Akio, these 

are meant to capture the men’s new roles. 
“Two people I respect as my seniors shouldn’t 
be vice presidents with titles below that of 
the president, right? In the world of titles, 
there are ranks, aren’t there? First of all, I 
thought it was necessary to get rid of the 
ranks. Instead, I came up with the idea of us-
ing banto and oyaji. An oyaji is older and more 
experienced than his son. This is an expres-
sion of my desire to value a respectful rela-
tionship,” Akio said. 

Banto is a reference to the nickname for 
the second president of Toyota Motor Corpo-
ration, Taizo Ishida: the Great Banto. He was 
the one who supported Toyota through the 
di©cult postwar period by creating such 
long-time best-selling models as the Crown 
and the Dyna. Kobayashi, the new banto, was 
Akio’s direct supervisor for two stints during 
the latter’s early years at Toyota. He trained 
the founding-family son by being a tough 
boss, denying him special treatment.

Kawai, who now bears the role of oyaji, 
has worked in manufacturing for more than 
50 years, entering what is now the Toyota 
Technical Skills Academy straight out of mid-
dle school. At Toyota the head of a plant is 
called oyaji out of respect. Kawai represents 
all those esteemed oyaji. “Kobayashi and 
Kawai are mirrors of myself as president,” 
Akio said of the men to whom he gave these 
new roles out of genuine respect.

The key words in this organizational change 
were “title” and “role.” Akio elaborated on his 
intentions as follows: “In terms of titles, too 
often people will listen to someone simply 
because they are on top. But what Toyota re-
ally values is being more on scene, closer to 
the products and closer to customers. That’s 
where things happen. I want the people in 
higher positions to deal with issues based on 
not title, but role.”

Are titles meaningless, then? Not at all. “I 
want senior personnel to use their title as 
their role. Both workers and supervisors 
have roles. But supervisors have a title in ad-
dition to a role. The question is how to use 
that title.”

The value of a title lies not in the position 
it indicates, but in the means it provides for 
taking action—this is an apt idea to have 
come from Akio, who was born with the “ti-
tle” of scion in Toyota’s founding family, and 
su¡ered because of it.

spring 2020 labor-management discussions 
began. Here, too, Akio tried an unprecedent-
ed experiment: arranging the tables in a 
large triangle. Typically, tables in labor-man-
agement meetings are arranged in parallel 
fashion with rows of company management 
seated on one side facing employee repre-
sentatives on the other. Toyota had always 
followed this general custom. 

With the new triangular setup, the com-
pany side was divided into two groups: one 
made up of Akio, vice presidents (excluding 
Kawai), and directors, and the other consist-
ing of Vice President Kawai (the chairman), 
executive o©cers, senior representatives, 
and principal representatives. These two 
groups sat along two legs of the triangle, with 
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What needs to change is a 
“Toyota will be fine” attitude

Akio visits students at Toyota Technical Skills Academy 
in the city of Toyota, Aichi prefecture. These young 
“fledglings” with happy faces are the human resources 
Akio truly feels he can rely on for the future. His cher-
ished wish is to foster a workplace culture where em-
ployees can maximize their potential.

Shifting the perspective 
from “I” to “you”

labor representatives on the third leg. 
The old two-sided arrangement had 

been expanded to include all three: top man-
agement, other company management, and 
employees. Akio explained the purpose of 
the change: “At the end of the spring 2019 
discussions, I said, ‘In this meeting, I’ve felt 
as if Chairman Nishino [of the employee rep-
resentatives] and I were facing each other 
but really talking more to people behind us. 
From now on, I want us to be able to com-
municate face to face, like playing catch.’ I 
think of you, the labor representatives, as a 
mirror of the executive o©cers and the man-
agers sitting here. That’s because your 
words and actions reflect those of manage-
ment in the workplace. Consequently, in dis-
cussions up to now, though I’ve been facing 
the labor representatives, I’ve actually been 
directing lots of my messages to the man-
agement sitting behind me. But frankly, I 
haven’t been getting the sense of being 
heard at all. 

“As I said in my New Year message this 
year, I believe that only when something has 
been successfully communicated will words 
and actions change. Unless the manage-
ment’s words and actions change, those of 
labor won’t either. This time, besides execu-
tive o©cers, we also have executive and mid-
dle-management sta¡—all facing each other. 
The reason I had the tables arranged like this 
is that I believe the only way to communicate 
to management what needs to be communi-
cated is to do it face to face.”

Thus executives (from executive o©cers 
to deputy managers) and middle manage-
ment (section managers) faced tough criti-
cism for apparently not making enough ef-
fort to improve the way work issues were 
being addressed. With top management 
seated in a position that was neither on the 
labor nor the company side, discussions be-
came three-way. The layout expressed Akio’s 
desire to “make sure that this time, discus-
sions between labor and management really 
do lead to changes in workplace culture.”

Akio’s key directive and message was to 
shift perspective from “I” to “you.” “There’s 

been something on my mind. I’ve noticed that 
when o©ce and engineering sta¡ talk to me, 
the subject is almost always ‘I.’ Even when 
the world was talking about Woven City at 
CES, that wasn’t what they asked me about. 
Instead, most of their questions had to do 
with themselves—things like, ‘The people un-
der me are all older than I am, so how should I 
treat them?’ 

“I’m not saying people mustn’t ask these 
kinds of questions. I just think that there’s 
nothing worse than indi¡erence. What has 
been coming across to me in the questions 
and attitudes of the sta¡ is indi¡erence to-
ward the person they are talking to, indi¡er-
ence toward the top management’s e¡orts, 
and indi¡erence toward the world. Nothing 
will come of indi¡erence. The first step to-
ward mutual understanding is to be inter-
ested in the other party.”

Maybe that’s a criticism that hits home 
for many a company employee. Akio contin-
ued his focus on the “you” perspective: “For 
example, imagine when you’re deciding 
when to have a meeting with someone and 
they say, ‘I can come if you make it 11 on Fri-
day.’ How would you answer? Many people 
would say, ‘That’s fine for me.’ But how many 
of you would think to ask, ‘Are you only free at 
11? Are you really busy?’ and ‘If you’re busy, 
shall I come to you instead?’ Only then will 
the other party be encouraged to confide 
more of their own situation: ‘Actually, here’s 
what I’m facing at the moment . . .’ Of course 
they should come to you because you’re the 
busier person—if that’s your attitude, then 
you won’t be able to have that kind of thought-
ful exchange. Making ‘you’ the subject means 
being interested in people other than your-
self. And that also means being interested in 
what’s going on in the world. 

“I feel that members of Toyota’s o©ce 
and engineering sta¡ who don’t habitually 
talk from a ‘you’ perspective are becoming 
more and more removed from the world. At 
the beginning I said that labor members are 
a mirror of the management. If members 
can’t talk from a ‘you’ perspective, then that’s 
because managers also lack that perspec-

At the May 2019 press conference on Toyo-
ta’s financial results for the fiscal year, Akio 
was asked about the biggest challenges the 
company faced. His answer: “There’s a com-
placency within the company that Toyota will 
be fine.” What did he mean?

Toyota experienced an unprecedented 
boom in the early 2000s. Riding the momen-
tum of the times, it pursued a path of massive 
expansion. No doubt everyone was convinced 

that Toyota would be fine. But the 2008 finan-
cial crisis suddenly put the brakes on every-
thing, and the company went into the red. 
Taking the helm immediately after that, Akio 
set upon returning Toyota to its fundamental 
principles, such as TPS and thorough cost 
planning. Four years later, Toyota was back in 
the black and setting forth toward the future. 
However, this is an era of profound once-in-
a-century transformation for the automotive 
industry. Competition is getting fiercer, and 
slowing down even a little could mean quick 
elimination. Despite this, there were some 
people at Toyota who still thought, “Toyota 
will be fine.” This unfounded sense of secu-
rity dominated the workplace culture in the 
form of indi¡erence. Akio felt a strong sense 
of crisis and sounded an alarm at the press 
conference.

Toyota has transformed its organization 

significantly over the last decade or so. For 
example, the number of executive o©cers 
has been reduced from 79 in 2009 to 28. A 
system has been introduced to speed up de-
cision making. Vice president and other titles 
have been eliminated, and the personnel 
system has been transformed to emphasize 
roles rather than titles. Of course, Akio has 
been the flag-bearer in all this.

These reforms may seem quite drastic, 
but the main reason behind them was to get 
back what “makes us Toyota.” Akio says that 
what always reminds him of the company’s  
roots are the students at Toyota Technical 
Skills Academy. “When I see them at the 
graduation ceremony—eyes fixed straight 
ahead on the future—I feel powerfully in-
spired to restore Toyota’s original corporate 
culture and identity as soon as possible.” This 
is the greatest change Akio is aiming for.

Akio’s take on top-down and 
bottom-up

Toyota is undergoing a full model change for 
the future—Akio has vowed as much, but of 
course, it won’t be easy. Achieving it will re-
quire changing the attitudes not just of top 
and other managers but of each and every 
employee. Akio has emphasized this idea us-
ing the terms “top-down” and “bottom-up”—
not in their general sense, but according to a 
unique interpretation of his own. 

“We all know that the fight for the future 
is only going to get more intense. I ask every-
one to make the e¡ort to understand what 
those of us responsible for the company are 
trying to do, and where we’re heading. 

“Top-down isn’t about leaving everything 
to subordinates. It’s about the people at the 
top going on-site and showing how it’s done 
themselves. I’ve resolved to put this into 
practice myself, and will do my best. 

“So, what’s bottom-up, then? I don’t 
think it’s about forcing the circumstances or 
reasoning of the people on the ground onto 
the people at the top. Rather, I think it’s about 
those on the bottom getting closer to how the 
top thinks, voluntarily changing how they 
work. How you work won’t change unless 
you change your perspective and mindset. 
There are realities you can’t see. It’s impor-
tant for both the top and the bottom to be 
open-minded and make an e¡ort to see what 
isn’t apparent to them. I want you to quit 
thinking that there’s anything out there that’s 
not related to your job.”

You could say Akio’s interpretation is the 
opposite of what top-down and bottom-up 
generally mean. It’s not about the top making 
the bottom move, or vice versa. For Akio, the 
ideal corporate organization is one in which 
the top and bottom meet each other halfway 
and complement each other. This idea is also 

Dare to Change
What Makes Akio, Akio Toyoda: Part 3 

tive. If managers’ words and actions remain 
the same, the members’ will, too.” 

Akio stressed a very simple message, 
but one we all tend to forget: “Put yourself in 
the other person’s shoes.”

found in the Toyoda Precepts, the five tenets 
that codify Sakichi Toyoda’s philosophy: 
“Unite. Always be faithful to your duties, 
thereby contributing to the company and to 
the overall good.” In other words, it’s part of 
the Toyota identity.
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Akio’s speech
Toyota Motor Corporation General
Shareholder Meeting, June 2020

Since I became president in 2009, we have faced numerous 
crises; as we have overcome them, I believe that our company 
has gradually grown stronger. For the three years immedi-
ately preceding the [2008] global financial crisis, we reaped 
the benefits of a favorable foreign exchange rate and in-
creased sales to grow our operating income. However, con-
vinced that we would be able to sell whatever we produced, 
we increased our production capacity by more than 500,000 
units per year, leading to a significant rise in fixed costs. This 
was a period when Toyota received wide admiration from 
around the world. We blindly rode the momentum of the times 
and expanded at a scale that was beyond our means. I think 
this resulted in our not focusing on our human resources de-
velopment, which led to our recall crisis later.

In the year immediately after the global financial crisis, a 
significant drop in new-vehicle sales was compounded by a 
strong yen. Toyota fell to a deficit of 461 billion yen. In the four 
years after I became president, we faced—and united to over-
come—a number of crises, including the massive recalls and 
the Great East Japan Earthquake. Thus we were able to bring 
the number of new vehicles sold back to the levels we had 
before the financial crisis.

At the same time, we drastically reduced our fixed costs, 
and despite the super-high exchange rate of 83 yen to the 
dollar, we achieved an operating income of more than 1 tril-
lion yen in fiscal 2012. However, since we had reduced, and 
in some cases stopped, our R&D and capital investments 
across the company, it took time to fully recover. 

Now, looking back, I truly believe it was the only choice 
we  had. At that time, my reforms were constantly under the 
microscope, and I was continuously having to prove myself. If 
things went even slightly awry, an “I told you so” attitude 
quickly enveloped the company. As a consequence, I devoted 

The history

 

2009 Before the 2008 global financial crisis, Toyota had been riding 
the wave of the times and pursuing rapid expansion. In the 
process, it neglected its core values—things like the Toyota 
Production System (TPS) and thorough cost planning. What did 
Akio himself consider to be Toyota’s competitive advantage? 
When he became president, he said to all employees, “Let’s 
make ever-better cars,” and “I want to be the most genba- 
oriented president [a president who’s closest to the scene].”  
His aim was to return to the company’s foundations.

  Shutdown of NUMMI plant (Toyota-GM joint venture in   
    California).

  Withdrawal from Formula One (F1) racing.
 

2010  Akio testifies at a US hearing on the worldwide recalls.
  Master test driver Hiromu Naruse dies in an accident.
  Akio heard the news of his mentor’s death early on the 

morning when he was set to chair the general meeting of 
shareholders for the first time.

 

2011 In March the company announced its global vision to become the 
“best in town” rather than the best in the world. Two days after 
the announcement, the Great East Japan Earthquake struck and 
auto production was halted. Production was seriously a¡ected 
again by catastrophic floods in Thailand. In all, there were 
so-called Six Hardships for the automobile industry, including 
the super-strong yen. Akio strengthened his resolve to protect 
domestic manufacturing, no matter what.

  Production of the Aqua (Prius C) starts at Iwate Plant.
 

2012  Release of the Toyota 86.
  Startup of Corolla production at a plant in Miyagi prefecture.
  Toyota Motor East Japan, Inc., established.
  Lexus International established as an in-house company.
 – Strengthening of alliance with BMW.

 Memo

 One of Akio’s long-cherished wishes had been to revive manufac-
turing of full-fledged sports cars, which had been stopped in order 
to prioritize volume production. His wish came true in 2012 with the 
release of the 86, Toyota’s first new sports-car model in a decade. 
The Supra, which had been discontinued in 2002, was reissued in 
2019. This led to the release of the GR Yaris in 2020.

 

At the general shareholders’ meeting in June 2020, Akio Toyoda reflected on 
Toyota’s course over the 11 years since he had become president in 2009. In 
this article, we will conduct a review of the timeline of events during those 
years. The following excerpt from Akio’s speech at the shareholders’ meeting 
reveals the background to the actions he took in 2020.

The path to profit during 
the COVID-19 crisis 

In Review: 
Akio’s 11 Years

myself to a single goal: “We must make a profit. We cannot do 
anything unless we make profits.” 

At that time Toyota was recording losses. We could not 
pay our taxes. A company whose precepts include the spirit of 
contributing to the overall good was unable to pay its taxes—
the most basic form of social contribution. I’ll never forget the 
regret and shame I felt. I committed to do my utmost to pre-
vent deficits in the future. 

Over the past seven years, Toyota has become stronger. 
By reducing certain costs, we have been able to absorb the 
increase in fixed costs resulting from TNGA and CASE invest-
ments to accelerate making ever-better cars.

In the first three of those years, we aimed to strengthen 
our true competitiveness during what we termed an “inten-
tional pause.” But in my own assessment I was not able to 
obtain su©cient results. The intentional pause made me 
keenly aware of the di©culty of carrying out reforms in what 
we called “normal times.” Within the company a climate of 
complacency had taken root based on the premise that “To- 
yota will be fine.” I think, then, that my experience of the inten-
tional pause was what spurred me to reform this climate.

To compound matters, we were facing, and continue to 
face, a once-in-a-century period of profound transformation. 
As such, over the past few years we have been feverishly en-
gaging in both a fight to bring back what makes us Toyota and 
a full model change for the future.

We believed that to change the company in this uncharted 
era the management echelons would have to change first, so 
we fundamentally revised our executive and organizational 
structure, including by introducing an in-house company sys-
tem and eliminating the “Seven Samurai” and, more recently, 
the post of executive VP. We made changes to actively filled 
posts as well as to our advisor system. 

We have also been very serious about communication 
with employees, including in the spring labor discussions. At 
Toyota labor-management relations are founded on the un-
derstanding that the company wants its employees to be 
happy, and the employees want the company to grow. But 
when we truly thought about our employees’ happiness in 
this era of profound change, we realized we needed to rethink 
customary practices such as base-wage rates and uniform 
pay increases. With this in mind the company and labor are 
holding discussions in the e¡ort to reform how we work. 

While striving to make ever-better cars and bring back 
what makes us Toyota, such as TPS and thorough cost plan-
ning, we have also been forging partnerships. Our basic ap-
proach is not to bring others under our control through the 
use of capital, but rather to build alliances based on mutual 
respect and cooperation. As a result, in a short period we have 
established a wide network of partners, including those in 
other industries. We have also strengthened cooperation 
within the Toyota Group, emphasizing under the new Home & 
Away strategy that we should grow stronger together. 

As we undergo the transformation into a mobility com-
pany, we are also reorganizing our assets by revising our 
cross-shareholdings and selling o¡ idle real estate. Through 
the reforms of the past 11 years, we have lowered our break-
even point by over 2 million units compared with the period of 
the global financial crisis. This has led to our favorable March 
2020 results in spite of the COVID-19 crisis.

2013  Toyota East Japan Academy (in-house training school) opens 
in Miyagi prefecture.

  Corporate reorganization into four business units to speed up 
decision-making.

 

2014  Shutdown of car production in Australia.
  Establishment of the Toyota Mobility Fund.
  Launch of “Five Continents Drive” project to give Toyota 

employees experience driving on roads around the world.
  Startup of production of the hydrogen-fueled Mirai sedan.
 

2015  Launch of fourth-generation Prius on Toyota New   
    Global Architecture (TNGA).

  Motorsports activities unified into TOYOTA GAZOO Racing.
  Announcement of plans for a new plant in Mexico and 

expansion of production capacity in China.
  This signaled the lifting of a three-year freeze on new-plant 

construction.
 – Partnership with Mazda.
 

2016  Toyota Research Institute (TRI) established.
  TOYOTA Connected North America, Inc., established in 

collaboration with Microsoft.
  Introduction of the “In-House Company System.”

 Memo

 Dividing the company into six in-house companies focusing on 
specific products (e.g., compact cars and medium-size cars) has 
furthered the goal of making ever-better cars. Subsequent 
organizational reforms have also contributed to speeding up 
decision-making.

 

 – Kumamoto earthquake.
 – Alliance with Uber.
  Launch of the Lexus LC500.
 

2017  Return to the World Rally Championship (WRC).
  Launch of JPN TAXI.
  North American headquarters consolidated in Plano, a Dallas 

suburb.
 – Alliance with Suzuki.
 – Business-capital alliance with Mazda.
 – Discussion of cooperation with Panasonic for battery production.
 

2018  Declaration of transformation into a mobility company.
  Announcement of the e-Palette, an Autono-MaaS vehicle for  

 the future.
  Establishment of TRI-AD (now the Woven Planet Holdings   

 Group).
 – Collaboration with Grab on-demand ride-hailing service in 

Southeast Asia.

 Memo

 Here are some of Toyota’s initiatives to transform itself into a 
mobility company through advancements in each of the CASE 
technologies:

 C (Connected)
 Alliances formed with Softbank and KDDI. Collaboration announced 

in 2020 with NTT under the concept of “Software First.”

 A (Autonomous)
 TRI established in 2016 in Silicon Valley to develop automated- 

driving technology. TRI-AD founded in Nihonbashi in 2018.

 S (Shared)
 Kinto Carshare—a subscription service for rentals of new vehicles—

launched in 2019 to meet ride-sharing needs. Collaborations 
announced with Uber and other on-demand ride-hailing service 
companies.

 E (Electric)
 Goal of selling more than 5.5 million new electric vehicles by 2030 

announced in 2017. New automotive-battery company established 
in cooperation with Panasonic in 2020.

 

 

2019 Toyota Times (Japanese edition) starts publication.
  Launch of the GR Supra.
  Shimoyama Test Course opens in Aichi prefecture.
  Announcement of pledge to provide free access to hybrid-

technology patents.
 – Collaboration with DiDi, the largest mobile-transportation 

platform in China.
 – Business-capital alliance with Subaru.

 The story continues!

Akio is 
appointed 
president
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Financial results revealed a 
“stronger Toyota” 

At the FY2020 press conference held in May 
a reporter asked, “How are past experiences 
such as the global financial crisis and the 
2011 earthquake helping you deal with the 
COVID-19 pandemic?” Akio’s reply might 
have seemed unusual: “The most important 
thing is that I am feeling calm.”

Having experienced fighting with deter-
mination and conviction through a series of 
challenges had proved valuable. This doesn’t 
just mean that the abilities of Akio as an indi-
vidual had grown. In the face of the pandemic 
he knew that Toyota had become stronger. In 
fact, COVID-19 caused a bigger decrease in 
unit sales than had the turmoil of the global 
recession. Despite that, the company was 
able to forecast a profit of 500 billion yen this 
time, compared with its fall of about 460 bil-
lion yen into the red in the previous debacle. 
The financial crisis made Akio bitterly aware 
of the vulnerabilities caused by rapid expan-
sion. This time, Toyota’s strength brought  
reassurance.

So what had made Toyota stronger? It 
was reestablishing a foundation of quality by 
switching to a path of sustainable growth, 

The biggest challenge for Akio Toyoda in 2020 was the COVID-19 crisis. As it 
a�ected the entire automobile industry, what did Akio feel had to be done? 
And what did he feel needed to be protected the most?

What do you do and what do 
you protect amid chaos?

Composure

I’m extremely calm right now

At the May 2020 briefing on financial results, with the 
future looking extremely uncertain, Akio dared to of-
fer a forecast for the fiscal year ending in March 2021. 
His clarity set a standard for the automobile industry. 
At the same time, he reiterated that he was “extreme-
ly calm” despite the pandemic.

thoroughly reviewing the application of the 
temporarily neglected principles of TPS and 
cost planning, and sharpening the focus on 
making ever-better cars, which prioritized 
value to customers over profits and e©cien-
cy. All these were part of the answer. But Akio 
said that where he felt the most growth was 
in the “power of the team members” that had 
achieved the changes. He then returned to 
explaining why he felt calm: “When I was ap-
pointed president, I think there were few 
people inside or outside the company who 
were happy about it. In particular, most em-
ployees working in o©ce positions liked to do 
things in their own way, at their own pace. My 
impression was that they wouldn’t change 
their thinking or the ways they had always 
done things.

“But as a result of our responses to the 
many crises of the past 11 years and my own 
attempts to provide direction in an environ-
ment with no clear answers, I feel that more 
o©ce sta¡ now listen to me, relate to my 
ideas, and want to work with me. Now I feel 
I’m getting more opportunities to say ‘thank 
you’ to these employees.”

In light of the idea that “management de-
pends on human resources,” as shown in the 
diagram on page 25, the crisis presented by 

the pandemic no doubt helped Akio gain the 
sense that he was getting somewhere in his 
“fight to bring back what makes us Toyota.”

Focus on what needs to be 
done right now 

At the end of March, when major cities 
around the world went into lockdown, Akio 
sent a message to the 370,000 Toyota em-
ployees worldwide. He emphasized, “What 
we do know for sure is that eventually this 
crisis will end, and we will get through it!  
. . . Never forget that together there’s nothing 
we can’t overcome!” He also suggested that 
to get through the turmoil, “We can reduce 
our feelings of uncertainty by focusing on the 
near term and what we can do, one day at a 
time, to continue to support our customers 
and each other.”

In early April 2020 a state of emergency 
was declared in Japan. As chairman of the 
Japan Automobile Manufacturers Associa-
tion, Akio explained the industry’s plans for 
responding to the situation. He prefaced the 
specifics with reassuring remarks: “There 
are things in the world that we can control, 
and things that we can’t. If we focus too seri-
ously on things we can’t control, we’ll be-

come pessimistic. Let’s deal with what we 
can control. Let’s be grateful when someone 
else handles what we can’t control.” 

Then he announced the “things we can 
do now,” including producing masks for in-
ternal use. Toyota would thus help ease the 
high and pervasive general demand on 
mask-making companies, freeing more sup-
plies for use elsewhere. Further, he men-
tioned o¡ering dormitories and recreational 
halls for use as medical facilities and provid-
ing vehicles to transfer patients in mild  
condition. 

On the other hand, he showed a cautious 
stance regarding the manufacture of medical 
devices, which some overseas automobile 
manufacturers had undertaken. He said, “We 
understand just how di©cult it is to make 
products that a¡ect people’s lives.” However, 
instead of concluding “we won’t do that,” he 
thought, “What can we do?” His answer: “We 
would like to start by going to the makers of 
medical devices and supporting them through 
our know-how, such as by improving their 

production processes to help them make even 
one more device than they could before.”

A raincoat manufacturer 
switches to making medical 
protective gowns 

After announcing the desire to share its 
knowledge of production, Toyota quickly 
found willing candidates close to home. One 
example of Toyota’s e¡orts has been its sup-
port of Funahashi Co., Ltd., a family-run com-
pany based in Nagoya that had been making 
raincoats since 1921. During COVID-19, it 
started making protective gowns for medical 
use after the third-generation president, Aki-
hiko Funahashi, heard there was a shortage 
at his family clinic. The problem was not only 
one of quantity; there were also serious con-
cerns that conventional gowns would not be 
protective enough to block all aerosolized 
droplets produced by the large number of 
coughing patients. 

President Funahashi thought that these 

worries could be eased by using his compa-
ny’s raincoat expertise. His employees devel-
oped a gown with a close-fitting neck and 
cu¡s to reduce the risk of droplets getting in, 
and a cut in the back to make it easier to put 
on and take o¡. The material was also care-
fully chosen to be thin and soft (avoiding the 
rustling of plastic), and as transparent as 
possible so the name tags that medical per-
sonnel wore underneath could be seen; 
President Funahashi understood that know-
ing the names of those caring for them 
would make patients feel more at ease. The 
gowns, incorporating these and other fea-
tures suited to the medical workplace, were 
very popular.

Eightfold increase in 
production capacity 
through Toyota-style 
improvements

The demand for Funahashi gowns, crafted to 
meet medical needs through much trial and 
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Composure
What Makes Akio, Akio Toyoda: Part 4 

Study the situation calmly 
while you endure it 

Human resources 
are the wellspring 

of kaizen

Places of monozukuri 
craftsmanship must 

never be lost

In response to the pandemic the manufacturing sta-
tions of longtime raincoat manufacturer Funahashi 
switched to making medical protective gowns. Output 
grew eightfold thanks to Toyota’s kaizen improve-
ments. The production know-how achieved here was 
then provided to six other companies in the Tokai area 
centered on Nagoya.

At the same time that those gown-making e¡orts 
were going on, Toyota Motor Corporation and Toyo-
ta Group companies also started to make medical 
face shields using injection-molding and 3D-printing 
technologies.

error, only grew over time, but this led to a 
new problem: fulfilling orders would require 
mass production on a scale greater than any-
thing the company had experienced in manu-
facturing raincoats. Funahashi wanted to 
provide the gowns to as many medical sites 
as possible, as soon as possible. However, 
production was limited to 500 units a day.

This is where Toyota’s frontline employ-
ees o¡ered support. They used Toyota’s pri-
mary asset, its Toyota Production System, to 
look for ways to improve the processes to 
increase production “by even one more,” as 
Akio had announced. They analyzed each and 
every detailed step in the manufacturing pro-
cess, and the connections between process-
es, finding and reducing wasted time and ef-
fort to attain significant productivity gains. 

When the team from Toyota first arrived, 
they promptly visited the workshop and 
made gowns together with the sta¡ to begin 
identifying needed improvements. The fol-
lowing illustrates one area they identified. In 
the first step, bolts of material were deliv-
ered and cut into fixed lengths. Then, at the 
next step, each length was cut into pattern 
parts. However, there was a problem of bal-
ance between these two steps: only 10 
sheets of fabric could  be prepared in the first 

step in the time it took to finish cutting 30 
sheets in the second. The first step couldn’t 
keep pace with the second, leading to lost 
time. If the speed of the first step could be 
tripled, the lost time would be eliminated—a 
seemingly di©cult task that the Toyota team 
managed in four days. How did they do it?

Originally, in the first step, material was 
pulled out from the bolt onto the workbench, 
then cut with scissors at the specified length. 
Because the surface of the workbench was 
white, it was di©cult to see how far the 
transparent fabric had been pulled out. The 
Toyota team improved the visibility by chang-
ing the surface color to black. Clips and 
weights were also prepared to hold the ma-
terial in place, making it quicker to cut. A des-
ignated holder for scissors was made for 
each workbench so a pair would always be 
handy in the same spot. Each individual im-

provement was extremely small, but by thor-
oughly eliminating such small ine©ciencies, 
productivity was tripled even without new 
equipment. This is the power of kaizen, or 
continuous improvement, a key part of TPS.

At a later stage of the process—attaching 
the sleeves—e©ciency tips suggested by in-
dividual workers were shared through vid-
eos, resulting in a substantial reduction of 
average work time per garment. Everyone 
put their heads together to eliminate waste, 
overburdening, and unevenness throughout 
the process. The results added up to an 
eightfold increase in production capacity, 
from an initial 500 to an incredible 4,000 
gowns a day.

Furthermore, by sharing these improve-
ments with six volunteer companies in the 
three prefectures of the Tokai region around 
Nagoya, the total production volume of medi-

cal protective gowns among those companies 
was increased to 25,000 a day, and 500,000 a 
month. The people at companies like Funa-
hashi that have started making medical 
gowns are doing their best every day to help 
others in need and support the overwhelmed 
medical frontline. And all of them are working 
hard with a smile on their faces. One of the 
Toyota kaizen team members said, “By get-
ting back to the basics, we’ve learned a lot, 
too, and been given the chance to provide 
support with energy and  enthusiasm. I think 
that for us as well this has been a hands-on 
lesson in the Toyota Production System.”

At the same time as this project, Toyota 
also started production of medical face 
shields. Taking advantage of TPS know-how, 
Toyota succeeded in increasing its produc-
tion capacity of 500 to 600 units a week by a 
factor of about 20 in a short period of time. Its 
group companies, too, have been making 
similar e¡orts, providing supplies to medical 
facilities and local governments.

Some things can only be done 
in times such as these

Having thus calmly coped with the COVID-19 
crisis without either panicking or merely 

standing by, Akio says there’s something he 
has come to realize anew: the value of Ja-
pan’s monozukuri craftsmanship. “The threat 
from COVID-19 put us in a situation where we 
couldn’t easily get the things we needed,” he 
remarked at the April 2020 press confer-
ence. “Masks were one example, as were 
medical face shields. We understood once 
again the importance at times like this of be-
ing able to make the things we need our-
selves. Why can we do that? Because Japan 
still has its monozukuri manufacturing tradi-
tion. I am convinced more than ever that we 
must never lose the places where real mono-

zukuri is done.”
The damage caused by COVID-19 has 

been so severe that even many highly 
skilled people have lost their jobs. In an in-
terview after the press conference Akio de-
scribed the situation, saying, “If this were a 
boxing match, we would be taking a beat-
ing.” We’re completely on the defensive now, 
he observed, and “If we get one mortal blow, 
it’ll be all over.” By mortal blow, he meant 
losing the workers who are trained in the 
skills and proficiency to make products. “So, 
we just have to endure. We don’t know how 
long the blows are going to come, but we 
have to outlast them. And even as we en-

dure, we need to study our opponent calmly. 
I think now is the time to think about our 
next move while preserving our strength. . . . 
Some people see human resources as a 
cost. But at Toyota, we in the top manage-
ment are saying our company, at the very 
least, refuses to see them that way. People 
are assets, and for Toyota they’re the source 
of kaizen that creates wisdom.”

Monozukuri sites have been forced to 
slow down, and some plants have even had 
to stop operating entirely. In Akio’s opinion, 
however, such times should be seen as an 
opportunity to work on improvements. “The 
pandemic crisis will eventually end. I say let’s 
use this time when we can’t make cars to 
make improvements. If we could make 10 of 
something per hour before, let’s find a way to 
make 12. Then, even if we have to stop for 
several months, we’ll eventually be able to 
catch up and even get ahead. It’s what we do 
at times like these that counts.”

Human assets make it possible to devise 
improvements, and building up improve-
ments will bring benefits in the future: this is 
Akio’s philosophy. It’s precisely thanks to this 
belief in the power of people that he has been 
able to maintain such composure even amid 
the unprecedented crisis of COVID-19.
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Cars and people 
both become stronger 
as they go down winding roads.

Pictured here is an aerial view of the 
third circuit at the Shimoyama Test 
Course, which opened in 2019 in Aichi 
prefecture. Also called “Country Road,” 
the circuit is a combination of hills and 
curves like a mountain road in the 
countryside. Cars are taken out for test 
drives, returned for adjustments, then 
driven again in a process repeated 
over and over. Through the process the 
cars become stronger. By making con-
tinuous improvements in the kaizen 
tradition, the people who make the 
cars become stronger, too. Toyota will 
keep forging ahead into the future, 
armed with this belief.

037036



While greater security and safety are 
guaranteed, the driver has freedom of choice 
and gets to keep the enjoyment of driving. 
Rather than AI replacing humans, humans 
and AI work together, with technology ex-
tending and enhancing people’s driving abili-
ties. This idea is very befitting of Akio, given 
his double identity as president of an auto-
mobile manufacturer and master test driver 
Morizo. He once said, “Among all the many 
industrial products out there, the only one 
that can take the prefix ai- [showing endear-

Take bold steps for the 
future, even during the 
pandemic

At the May 2020 press briefing announcing 
Toyota’s annual financial results, Akio stated, 
“We’ve begun to plant seeds for the new To-
yota, and I intend to continue pushing the ac-
celerator pedal on these new projects.” In the 
forecast for the fiscal year ending in March 
2021, Toyota announced 1.1 trillion yen in 
R&D investments, which was approximately 
the same as the previous year, a fact that 
supported Akio’s statement.

In 2009, as a first step toward getting out 
of the red after the global financial crisis, 
Toyota had decided to “stop everything” and 
reduce fixed costs, including R&D expenses. 

If you only want to improve your performance, look ahead just a few years—no more than 10.
However, Akio Toyoda thinks there’s far more value in happiness that will be felt in 100 years’ 
time. Woven City, Toyota’s biggest news of 2020, is an expression of that belief.

Long-term happiness rather 
than short-term profit

Sowing Seeds 
for the 22nd 
Century

Continue pressing on 
toward the future

The automotive industry is 
facing a once-in-a-century 

transformation

Toyota Research Institute (TRI) was established in 
Silicon Valley in 2016. It focuses on artificial intelli-
gence and robotics and is leading Toyota’s advances 
in automated-driving technology. It has contributed 
to the development of the low-speed, automated 
e-Palette BEV.

“Looking back, I truly believe it was the only 
choice we had,” Akio has said of that time, re-
calling his thoughts that “We must make a 
profit. We can’t do anything unless we make 
a profit.”

In 2020, however, a strengthened Toyota 
turned a profit despite the raging pandemic. 
Akio’s declaration that Toyota would not let 
up on innovations for the future reflected his 
determination that the mistakes of 2008 
would not be repeated. 

Over the last few years Akio has repeat-
edly said that today the automotive industry 
is facing a profound, once-in-a-century 
transformation—the first of its kind since 
cars replaced horses. The crucial elements 
for transformation are summed up in the ac-
ronym CASE, linking the concepts of Con-

nected, Autonomous, Shared, and Electric. 
Toyota quickly started research on CASE 
technologies, establishing a number of group 
companies, among them TOYOTA Connected 
and TRI-AD (expanded into the Woven Planet 
Holdings Group in January 2021). At the To-
yota World Convention, held virtually in No-
vember 2020, Akio himself explained the 
cars currently in development that will incor-
porate aspects of CASE. (Toyota holds this 
conference once every four years for people 
involved in sales around the world.) 

The presentation is the subject of an ar-
ticle titled “Editor-in-Chief Kagawa Gains Ac-
cess to Top-Secret Video of Akio Talking 
about Toyota’s Future” in the online edition of 
Toyota Times. The video footage was intend-
ed for internal use only, so many confidential 

details about things like new or upcoming 
models have been concealed. Still, the con-
tent covers many noteworthy topics, includ-
ing the global launch of an all-new BEV and 
the next model of the Land Cruiser, which is 
celebrating its 70th anniversary in 2021.

Automated driving: people and 
cars helping each other?

Let’s take a look at a few projects for the fu-
ture that particularly show what makes Akio 
who he is. One area that has been developing 
steadily for years is automated driving. A 
common concern is that while having a com-
puter control a car may increase safety and 
comfort, it might detract from the excitement 
of driving. In answer, Toyota has adopted the 
Mobility Teammate Concept, a development 
philosophy that regards drivers and cars as 
teammates: people can drive cars safely, en-
joyably, and freely themselves when they 
want, while still benefiting from automated-
driving technology. 

ment] is the car—aisha, or beloved car. There 
is no such term for ‘my beloved refrigerator’ 
or ‘my beloved home.’ The automotive indus-
try has never encouraged people to say any-
thing like ‘my beloved car,’ and yet we natu-
rally do. That must be because there’s an 
emotional connection between cars and 
people.”

“Fun to drive,” the catchphrase Toyota 
promoted in the 1980s, won’t fall victim to 
automated-driving technology. Rather, the 
fun will take on a new advanced form.
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I want to let the next
generation use

its time for
the future

Come join us!

In December 2020 the redesigned Mirai was launched. 
It represents a commitment to the goal declared by 
the Japanese government to make the country car-
bon neutral by 2050, ensuring a net zero balance of 
carbon-dioxide emissions throughout a product’s life 
cycle from creation to disposal. The Mirai is powered 
by a hydrogen fuel cell. When driven, it emits no car-
bon-dioxide, only water. It also o¡ers superior eco 
performance, even having a system that cleans the 
air drawn in. In an emergency, the Mirai can supply 
power to a home and its electrical appliances via the 
outlet shown at right.

The new Mirai features a hydrogen fuel-cell system 
that was developed to be versatile. It can be used 
across a wide range of mobility applications, including 
buses, trains, and trucks, enabling it to contribute 
broadly to the environment through lifelines such as 
transport infrastructure. Toyota is working with other 
companies to promote wider use of hydrogen fuel.

Akio’s vision for cars and 
cities of the future

In 2018 Akio declared Toyota would undergo a 
“full model change” from an automobile com-
pany to a mobility company. Toward this end, 
Toyota has been partnering with a variety of 
companies over the past few years. 

In 2020 one of its collaborations, with NTT, 
made news. This alliance with Japan’s leading 
information and telecommunications compa-
ny will enable Toyota to make even more ad-
vanced “connected” cars. Though that was 
one reason for the collaboration, Akio had an-
other vision in mind: “Becoming connected in 

the Internet of Things means cars are no lon-
ger just personal property or a means of 
transportation. Their roles are changing as 
they become a constituent part of the social 
network. For example, in an emergency, they 
can become a source of emergency power 
and provide hazard maps and other useful in-
formation through sensors. Many possibilities 
are being born. The evolution of cars is now 
intimately related to the evolution of society.”

In order for a car to become part of the so-
cial network, it must be linked with large-scale 
information and communication services. 
This was the motive to work with companies 
like NTT. 

The “mobility company” that Toyota aims 
to become is one that will provide a wide 
range of mobility-related services. One such 
service will be to enable information infra-
structure and cars to work together as part 
of the social network. 

Akio also proposed a completely new 
perspective on creating cities of the future. In 
the traditional way of thinking, people build 
houses to live in, a group of houses forms a 
city, and cars are there for transportation; 
that is, houses and cars exist as separate en-
tities, and cities are the sum of connections 
between those entities. What Akio proposes 
is the opposite: the “city” is designed first as 
the higher-order concept, and cars and hous-
es are integrated into it. His idea is to build a 
social network of the future in which the city 
serves as the platform. Woven City will be the 
prototype. (For more detail, please turn to 
page 90.)

Planting seeds with 
partnerships 

Both these endeavors—alliances with other 
companies to drive the transformation to-
ward the future, and Woven City, still very 
much in its embryonic stages—share the 
same underlying spirit captured in one 
catchphrase: “Come join us!”

This signature phrase was used at “The 
Connected Day,” the 2018 event announcing 
the rebirth of the Crown and the Corolla as 
connected cars. Akio asked the event partici-
pants, “Why not join us in making the cars of 
the future? Anyone who wants, come join us!” 

He looked as innocent as a little boy, but 
this wasn’t a one-o¡ performance. He was 
expressing what has become a guiding prin-
ciple: planting seeds for the future requires 
many things Toyota can’t do on its own, and 
that’s precisely why it needs to call for part-
ners to create possibilities for the future  
together.

As Akio summed it up at the May 2020 
briefing and also in his speech at the general 
shareholders’ meeting a month later, “Our ap-
proach is not to bring others under our control 
through the use of capital, but rather to build 
alliances based on mutual respect and coop-
eration. As a result, in a short period we have 
established a wide network of partners, in-
cluding those in other industries.” 

Why does Akio look so far 
ahead?

Many of the seeds Akio wants to plant for the 
future won’t bear fruit straight away. The re-

sults may not even be known in 10 or 20 years’ 
time. In a January 2020 interview, Toyota 
Times editor-in-chief Teruyuki Kagawa asked 
Akio why planting seeds is so important to 
him. His answer: “Neither Toyota nor I can de-
cide the future; that’s up to the people who are 
going to live in it. How boring it would be for 
them if we just told them, ‘This is the only fu-
ture you can have.’ No one knows what the fu-
ture is going to be like, so why not try out lots 
of things together now? As we do, we’ll find 
some things that are good, and others that are 
not. The ability to do this is one of Toyota’s 
strengths as a company that manufactures 
and sells products for all segments of the 
market.” 

Akio believes that Toyota’s strengths and 
its mission are one and the same. This is pre-
cisely why he places importance on expand-
ing possibilities for the century ahead: Though 
in his interview he confessed to loving “noisy 
cars that smell of gasoline,” he also said he 
was “the one pushing for the adoption of hy-
brids and battery electric vehicles more than 
anyone else at Toyota.” Commenting on the 
Mirai, which runs on a hydrogen fuel cell, he 
smiled, “If the 86 is a motorboat, then the Mirai 
is like a yacht. It, too, is ‘fun to drive.’” The fu-
ture may not yet be known, but it should o¡er 
choices. 

Toyota’s vision as set out in the Toyota 
Philosophy, updated in 2020, is “Creating mo-
bility for all.” The seeds Akio is planting for 
the future are rooted in this goal.

When Kagawa summed up his interview 
by saying, “I believe Toyota’s strategy for the 
future is in essence ‘to leave options,’” Akio 
nodded deeply in agreement. 

The legacy of Kiichiro, Akio’s 
grandfather and role model

Ever since assuming the presidency, Akio 
has devoted himself to the “fight to bring 
back what makes us Toyota.” Describing this 
e¡ort as “using time for the past,” he has 
said, “I want that to end with me. I want to let 
the next generation use its time for the  
future.”

Like many things about him, this concern 
for future generations is grounded in the lega-
cy of his predecessors. “My great-grandfather 
invented [an] automatic loom because he 
wanted to do something to help his mother 
and to help others. He wanted to make the 
process of weaving fabric easier. . . . When his 

son, my grandfather Kiichiro, became a young 
man, he, too, wanted to make an impact on so-
ciety, but he wasn’t content just to keep mak-
ing better looms. Like any ambitious young 
man, he wanted to do something completely 
di¡erent: he wanted to build cars. To him, au-
tomobiles were the future. They were a way to 
make people’s lives dramatically better. But 
when he started what we now know as Toyota, 
people thought he would never succeed. And I 
can tell you, people have thought the same 
thing about me more than once!”

Kiichiro began making cars about 80 
years ago, seeing a future filled with vehicles 
mass-produced in Japan. Today, following 
his example, Akio is dreaming of the future 
100 years from now.

Sowing Seeds for the 22nd Century
What Makes Akio, Akio Toyoda: Part 5 
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The diagram of Toyota’s philosophy on page 
25—the legacy of Kiichiro Toyoda’s ideas— 
includes the principle “Management depends 
on human resources.” When these pieces of 
Toyota history became linked in Akio’s mind 
with what he was seeing of today’s world in 
which everyone is facing the same di©culties,   
then the “home planet” idea and the objective 
of cultivating talents who have a “you” per-
spective were born.

In May 2020 Akio forecast a profit for 
Toyota despite the COVID-19 pandemic re-
sulting in a larger drop in unit sales than that 
caused by the global financial crisis of 2008. 
At the time he stated that Toyota had become 
stronger. However, he also said that making 
Toyota strong had never been his goal; rath-
er, his ideal was to create a company that 
was trusted and needed by people all around 
the world. “I believe what’s important is to 
ask, ‘What are we going to become stronger 
for?’ and ‘How are we going to do it?’ I believe 
we need to become stronger together with 
our partners around the world so we can be 
useful to society.”

To Akio, then, a trusted and needed com-
pany should be useful to society. Serving 
society is also the Toyota way of showing 
gratitude. 

Rediscovering the meaning of 
the word “move”

On New Year’s Day 2021, the Japan Automo-
bile Manufacturers Association, of which 
Akio is chairman, delivered a bold and simple 

slogan in a newspaper ad: “We will move for-
ward.”

There are 5.5 million people working in 
the automotive industry in Japan. Some of 
them make cars, some deliver them, some 
drive them. Society functions because each 
of these 5.5 million people “moves.” The ad 
recognized and thanked these people for all 
their hard work to support Japan. 

Akio says that the events of 2020 have 
brought him to a deep appreciation of the 
English word “move.” In a statement at the 

Expressing gratitude for 
each and every thing

In 2020 the Toyota World Convention, an 
event held once every four years, was con-
vened online for the first time. Speaking of 
the COVID-19 crisis in his opening remarks, 
Akio said, “It’s amazing how something that 
has physically separated us has, in a way, 
brought us all closer together. I think it has 
caused families to become closer, communi-
ties to become closer, and even companies 
like ours to become more united. It has 
caused us all to pause for a moment and 
think about the things we’re grateful for.”

Though he delivered these words in No-
vember, it’s evident when we look back over 
the preceding months that he returned time 
and again to the idea of gratitude. The follow-
ing are some examples:

“I would like to express my gratitude to 
everyone for seriously discussing workplace 
culture and how it is impeding change.” 
—February labor-management discussions

“I would like to express my heartfelt 

Akio Toyoda explains that ever since he assumed the presidency, he has made 
a point of keeping a smile on his face at all times. From this mindset he was 
able to rea�rm his sense of gratitude during the crisis of 2020. What  
was he grateful for?

Say “thank you” even when 
driven into a corner

Gratitude and 
Giving Back

Today, Toyota has approximately 370,000 employees 
working in 48 countries around the world. Akio ex-
pressed his gratitude to them, once again, while 
speaking virtually at the Toyota World Convention in 
November 2020. 

gratitude to all the health-care personnel 
fighting against things that are beyond our 
control, to all the people in transportation 
and other areas who are working to help 
support our lives, and also to their families 
who are supporting them.”—April, Japan Au-
tomobile Manufacturers Association (JAMA) 
press conference

“In Japan, too, an emergency economic 
package of 108 trillion yen has been an-
nounced. I would like to thank the govern-
ment for promptly deciding on what have 
become the largest economic measures 
ever.”—April, JAMA press conference 

“I would like to express thanks to every-
one involved for making it possible to hold 
this session as originally planned.”—May, 
press briefing to announce financial results 

“Now I feel I’m getting more opportuni-
ties to say ‘thank you’ to employees.”—June, 
general shareholders’ meeting 

“I wanted to express my gratitude to all 
the people who are looking ahead and doing 
their best to see if there’s still more we can 
do.”—November, press briefing on 1H/2Q fi-
nancial results

The world continues to be in a serious 
situation. It’s di©cult to see even one month 

ahead. Amid the gloom, the word gratitude 
might not occur to some people, so why did 
Akio keep repeating it? He says it’s because 
having our actions restricted by the pandem-
ic, leaving us no choice but to change how we 
live, has made him realize that the everyday 
life we took for granted had only been possi-
ble thanks to the support of untold numbers 
of people. “Everything that’s always been 
taken for granted can’t be anymore,” he said 
at the May FY2020 briefing. “I now see that 
nothing can be taken for granted. Everything 
is made possible thanks to someone, some-
where, working hard.” 

As president, Akio has fought through 
many problems. Facing the pandemic—the 
greatest global disaster since World War II—
has led him to embrace gratitude and given 
him an even clearer idea of how he wants to 
approach society: “We want to create rela-
tionships in which people can say ‘thank you’ 
to each other and to the Earth. Companies 
and people need to think seriously about how 
to live, and change what they are doing. It 
could be that we have all been given a great 
chance, and it might be the last one.”

In Akio’s view, during these critical times 
when our lives are severely restricted and 
we face constant anxiety and risk, we need to 
support each other, and that’s why nothing is 
more important than relationships in which 
we can say “thank you” to one another. Think-
ing in this way has no doubt inspired Akio to 
take Toyota’s original spirit of “making some-
one’s work easier” to heart more strongly 
than ever. That in turn has brought him to 

articulate an even bigger theme: “Living to-
gether—with the Earth, with society, with all 
stakeholders. This means taking care of our 
home planet, as we would our hometown or 
home country, in the conduct of corporate ac-
tivities. To accomplish this, we need to culti-
vate Toyota people around the world who can 
wish for and take steps toward someone 
else’s happiness. Putting it my way, we need 
human resources with a ‘you’ perspective.”

In the Toyoda Precepts, Sakichi Toyoda 
said, “Remember to be grateful at all times.” 

joint press conference of auto-industry asso-
ciations in April, he said, “Currently, just like 
on cold winter days, people cannot go out-
side. In that context, it’s likely that many are 
now rediscovering the joy they would feel if 
allowed to move about. . . . The word ‘move’ 
means to move physically, but it can also be 
used in the sense of moving someone’s mind 
to change and being moved emotionally. In 
my opinion, it’s fitting that these meanings 
can all be conveyed by the same word.”

Movement is about moving people’s 
hearts and enriching their lives. The ad’s en-
couraging slogan and Akio’s expression of 
gratitude to the people supporting move-
ment were meant to reward them. Back in 
2010, at a press conference apologizing for 
the recalls, Akio remarked, “People some-
times said to me I seemed more like the 
‘president of apologies’ than ‘president of the 
company.’ But from now on, I’m going to do 
my best to be called the ‘president of grati-
tude.’” This comment revolves around a play 
on words in Japanese: The word for presi-
dent, shacho, is made up of two Chinese char-
acters—sha, which means company, and cho, 
which means head or president. Sha is also 
how you read the character for “apologize,” 
and this character in turn is also used in kan-

sha, the Japanese word for gratitude.
Ten years after that press conference, 

Akio is still putting the idea of ‘president of 
gratitude’ into practice.

What we take for granted 
was made possible by 

someone else’s hard work

The new corporate motto is 
“Home Planet”
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was only a forecast, I believe we succeeded 
in setting a benchmark for society at large to 
follow. Going back to the earlier question 
about making the company stronger, I can 
now confidently say that yes, I believe Toyota 
has grown stronger. I want to use this 
strength to help those outside the company. 
Over my 11 years as president . . .”

Here, he broke o¡. After a few seconds of 
silence he continued, but tears could clearly 
be heard in his voice. “At times I have said 
some extremely harsh words to Toyota em-
ployees. Nevertheless, they believed in what 
I said and continued to make steady e¡orts. 
The numbers disclosed on this fiscal year’s 
financial statement reflect the hard work of 
Toyota’s 370,000 employees and their fami-
lies around the globe.”

It had been 10 years since Akio shed 
tears in Washington, DC. All through that de-
cade, amid much hardship and su¡ering, he 
had continued to voice his passion for mak-
ing ever-better cars. The tears that over-
whelmed him this time came from knowing 
that his employees and their families had 
responded to that passion—that they had 
given tremendous strength to Toyota. 

Why Akio doesn’t talk about 
numbers

Akio has been called a president who doesn’t 
talk about numbers. In presentations he of-
ten intentionally avoids mentioning specific 
numerical targets. “The reason,” he says, “is 
that numbers are easy to give as targets. 
Numbers can be created. I firmly believe that 
results are reflected in numbers, and those 
numbers don’t lie. But if you pursue just 
numbers, I think you run the risk of creating 
lies. If the top management just chases after 
numbers, things could end up going in the 
wrong direction.”

Numbers might seem unquestionable. 
However, depending on how they are han-
dled, they can lead to di¡erent conclusions. 
In fact, they can easily be used to fudge and 
deceive. That’s why Akio avoids numbers and 
instead speaks with passion, as in “Why did 
we set this target?” and “What mindset 
should we adopt in order to achieve it?” He 
does his utmost to move listeners by appeal-
ing to their emotions.

In 2020, with anxiety blanketing the 
world and no relief in sight, it became ex-

In 2020 Akio Toyoda shed tears while speaking in public—not tears of grief or 
sadness, but tears from being moved by emotion. Those tears spoke power-
fully to his style of leading Toyota more through passion than through reason.

Belief in the power 
of passion

Managing from
the Heart

During Akio’s 11th general meeting of shareholders, 
held in June 2020, an attendee asked, “What has been 
the biggest challenge for you over the past 11 years?” 
Akio answered, “I have had to struggle constantly.” 
The questioner loudly o¡ered these words of encour-
agement: “President Toyoda, you’re not alone!”

When Akio delivered his closing address at the gen-
eral meeting of shareholders, tears welled up in his 
eyes as he thought back over the past 11 years and 
how Toyota had become stronger in that time.

tremely di©cult to make numerical predic-
tions. It was a year in which it could be said 
that passion was even more important than 
usual. In March, as countries around the 
world went into lockdown, Akio sent a video 
message to Toyota team members and 
stakeholders worldwide: “Please know that I 
am here for you and that Toyota will do ev-
erything possible to support you because we 
are a family, and family takes care of family.” 
Many employees found themselves deeply 
moved by his heartfelt message.

Akio expressed his belief in the power of 
passion again in April while leading the joint 
press conference of auto-industry associa-
tions as the chairman of the Japan Automobile 
Manufacturers Association (JAMA). “Typically, 
press conferences are events for announcing 
things that have already been decided. How-
ever, today we plan to discuss our thoughts 
and make declarations including on topics we 
should be thinking about as we move for-
ward. Even if something has not been o©-
cially decided, by talking about our intentions 
we may find people who will raise their hands 
and be willing to work with us.”

On yet another occasion, during labor-

management discussions, Akio opened up 
and said that he wanted “a real and frank ex-
change.” His energy spread to the employ-
ees, and the talks developed into an open 
discussion of problems with the workplace 
culture. And so, once again, it was passion 
that helped Akio do what he wanted to do.

Emotion has led Akio to shed 
tears at times

Sometimes the strength of Akio’s passion 
appears in the form of tears. Those he fa-
mously shed in the United States during the 
large-scale recalls of 2009 are now part of 
Toyota’s history.

Akio had been president for only a very 
short while when the issue was discovered 
that led to the recalls. The outcry took on 
global proportions, and the novice president 
bore the brunt of the criticism alone, flying to 
Washington, DC, to attend a congressional 
hearing. Akio felt at the time that he had been 
abandoned by both the company and the 
Japanese government (see pages 18 through 
21). The hearing lasted for more than 3 
hours, but after it was over, he attended a 

gathering of concerned parties where he re-
ceived warm applause and words of encour-
agement. With tears in his eyes, he found 
himself saying, “I was not alone.” Though tor-
mented by loneliness ever since joining the 
company, in that moment Akio had been 
touched by tremendous emotion.

He shed tears in 2020, too, at the general 
meeting of shareholders in June, a month 
after he had forecast a profit despite the 
pandemic. At that meeting he said, “When-
ever I have been asked, ‘Are you succeeding 
in making Toyota stronger?’ I have always 
replied, ‘I will only be able to answer that 
question when we face another crisis as se-
vere as the global financial crisis.’ Now, with 
COVID-19 spreading, the world is facing a 
crisis of even greater proportions. But even 
without a management directive, Toyota’s 
worksites began producing face shields. 
Choosing to prioritize human life and safety, 
they swiftly evaluated the situation, made 
prompt decisions, and rapidly undertook the 
appropriate actions. 

“At the financial-results briefing [in May] 
I communicated the message that Toyota 
would not show a loss. Though what we gave 

At the close of the meeting Akio said, “Do 
not worry. Toyota will be fine.” The statement 
was both firm and confident.

In the wake of the Tohoku 
earthquake: “Cars are 
vehicles for people’s 
emotions”

In 2011, right after the Great East Japan 
Earthquake, Akio headed to the Tohoku re-
gion to see the a´icted areas for himself. He 
remembers, “Driving on the expressway, I 
came across cars with license plates from 
many di¡erent prefectures. Each car was 
packed full of cardboard boxes. Yes, they 
were carrying supplies, but I also realized 
that they were delivering their hearts—filled 
with emotional support and relief—to their 
families and the people of the Tohoku region. 
I have never felt as strongly as I did then that 
a car is also a vehicle for conveying emo-
tions. I want to keep that experience with me 
for the rest of my life.”

Making ever-better cars to carry peo-
ple’s passion—that’s certainly another fitting 
challenge for Akio Toyoda.

Family takes care 
of family

I was not alone
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Producing
Happiness
 for All

In 2020 Toyota defined its mission as “Producing happiness for 
all.” The source of this idea was, of course, Akio Toyoda. Happi-
ness and production are two concepts that might not be linked 
very often. The seeds of this mission originate in the company’s 
initial vision—dreamed up by founder Kiichiro Toyoda—of “Man-
ufacturing a domestically produced car for the masses.” 

Today, Toyota is transforming its business model to shift from 
an automobile manufacturer and become a mobility company. 
But at the same time, the aspirations held by Sakichi Toyoda, 
Kiichiro’s father, to “make someone’s work easier” will be  
carried on and never forgotten. Now Toyota not only seeks to 
make people’s work easier, but to make things fun for them, 
too. There is an added aspiration to expand future choices by 
extending mobility into possibility. Although there are fewer 
chances to go places right now, “moving” is exciting, refreshing, 
and inspiring—feelings that Toyota wants to deliver to as many 
people as possible. “Producing happiness for all” incorporates 
that sentiment, and Toyota and Akio are moving one step at a 
time to fulfill their new mission.

Toyota’s new mission 
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Toyota Times did some research and learned that the 
letter came from Mr. Ohashi, now at the Nakoso 
branch of Netz Toyota Koriyama. When approached 
for this article, Ohashi said: “I don’t feel that I have to 
be a salesman. My aim is not to sell cars at any cost. 
Instead, I choose to focus on making customers hap-
py. I find that I’m happy when my customers are. I 
want to do something, even the tiniest thing, that 
might be of support to them.”

The idea of writing a letter came to him, he says, 
as he thought about how he could help the children 
accept the loss of their beloved family car. To write 
the letter, Ohashi consulted a colleague and searched 
for stationery that might appeal to elementary-
school-aged children. He decided that the letter 
would be most e�ective if it seemed to come from 
the car instead of a person. To make the letter more 
believable, he included a photo of a carefully washed 
Voxy along with it, and did not sign his name. His idea 
was to make the letter look like it had been sent by 
the Voxy. Actually, Ohashi wrote two handwritten let-
ters: one for the daughter and one for the son. The 
letters read: “I’ve been reborn as your new car. Let’s 
go to lots more places together.”

After sending the letters, the next time he saw the 
children he was relieved to see that they had returned 
to normal, and had come back to the shop with smiles 
on their faces. Ohashi smiles, too, as he relates the 
outcome of this episode.

This is a true story that took place at the Iwaki branch 
of Netz Toyota Koriyama in Fukushima prefecture a 
few years ago. The situation is a familiar one: a fam-
ily had grown attached to their beloved car, and when 
it was time to part ways, they were left feeling bereft. 
The children cried as they said farewell to their old 
car. Their Voxy had become an important and trusted 
part of the family. It only made sense that the chil-
dren would get emotional when it came time to re-
place it.

The Netz dealership sta� recognized the family’s 
feelings, and thought about how they could help. The 
letter a sta� member wrote to the children reflected 
their sincere desire to help the family with their tran-
sition to a new vehicle.

Akio Toyoda is known for always saying that Toyota aims to be the best in town. His goal is to support local communities 
not only by selling cars, but also by helping people enrich their one-and-only lives day by day. Many “one and only” events 
occur in the course of interactions between dealership sta� members and their customers. This series, which first ap-
peared on the Toyota Times website, highlights popular stories that showcase some of those events.

“One of the joys of this job is having 
children spend their time here, and I 

want them to spend it without 
getting bored.” 

Mr. Ohashi  Netz Toyota Koriyama Nakoso  

The desire to help goes beyond 
simple sales—it’s about 
making someone truly happy

By way of background to this story, Netz Toyota Kori-
yama is located in a city that was devastated by the 
Great East Japan Earthquake of March 2011. Many 
people in the area were a�ected by the disaster.

During the aftermath of the earthquake, Ohashi 
took similar actions to bring joy to others. He recounts 
how he volunteered to deliver supplies to local resi-
dents taking shelter in an elementary school. Over the 
course of these activities, he developed a relationship 
with the children he met there, and they started af-
fectionately calling him “the Netz man.”

Ohashi’s love for children and people in general 
is obvious. He says: “Most of our customers bring 
their families with them to our shop. One of the joys 
of this job is having children spend their time here, 
and I want them to spend it without getting bored. I 
can’t help but smile when the children call me by my 
name, Ohashi-san!”

Ohashi sets a shining example of what it means 
to do something for others to make them happy. He is 
also on the receving end of acts of kindness. Some-
times customers bring him little gifts. “I’m just grate-
ful when customers take the extra minute to come by 
the shop. Sometimes, they even bring a souvenir with 
them, which makes me feel not just thankful, but 
apologetic.” With customers like this, he says, he re-
ally feels a strong desire to express his gratitude 
somehow.

While customers might believe that their sales-
person is there only for the transaction of selling a 
new vehicle, Ohashi doesn’t see his relationship with 
his customers that way. He is constantly on the look-
out for ways to do more, just as he did for the two 
children who were sad about saying goodbye to their 
beloved car.

Episodes like this arise from a true desire to 
think of others and help them—even the littlest of 
customers. Ohashi’s actions demonstrate his under-
standing that true sales performance is achieved 
when the focus is on the happiness of the customer.

This story is typical of those being highlighted in 
Toyota’s renewed “One and Only Day” campaign se-
ries. Check the Toyota Times website for more real-
life stories like this one about Toyota team and sta� 
members helping each and every customer feel that 
today is indeed a “One and Only Day.”

Delivering supplies to evacuees 
after the Great East Japan 
Earthquake

Children’s tears and a car 
filled with memories

Part 1
“One and Only Day” Series

 Bringing happiness to the community

A letter from Voxy:
Thank you for missing me

“One and Only Day” Series
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Profile

audience as if the listeners are right there in 
front of him. Usually, when you’re watching 
someone on a screen they seem less intense, 
but he looks and sounds remarkably power-
ful. If he were an actor, I’m pretty sure the 
director would’ve been happy with that first 
take. But Akio isn’t acting. He speaks from the 
heart. The way he communicates his feelings 
isn’t something you can study somewhere. 

The reason the president is so convinc-
ing when he talks about Toyota’s future is, I 
think, because he’s personally involved in all 
of the company’s business. He’s the leader of 
a huge global organization, but I doubt there’s 
anything he doesn’t know about Toyota. Typi-
cally, the president of a company stays away 
from its “hot” areas—the core, to liken it to 
our planet. Being surrounded by lots of com-
petent people, the president can leave all the 
work to them and just play the part of a con-
fident top dog. Company presidents can basi-
cally slack o� as much as they like.

But that’s not what Akio does. He’s al-
ways watching everything about Toyota, yet 
he doesn’t show any signs of exhaustion or 
stress. Put another way, he’s the driving force 
that makes the planet that is Toyota turn. Or-
dinarily, 24 hours wouldn’t be enough for one 
person—and a 64-year-old, at that—to man-
age all this. It’d be impossible unless they 
had exceptional vitality and perseverance.

ime flies—it’s been two years since I 
became editor-in-chief of the Toyota 

Times. Just prior to accepting this position, I 
read in an article somewhere that Akio Toyo-
da had proclaimed that Toyota was going to 
stop being an automobile company and be-
come a mobility company. I didn’t really un-
derstand what he was talking about. So when 
I took this job, I knew my mission would be to 
report on what that really meant—quite a de-
parture from my usual work as an actor. As a 
reporter, I’d also need to be able to think and 
speak critically. Fortunately, the people at 
Toyota said they wouldn’t mind. Toyota is a 
company with a surprisingly big heart, don’t 
you think? Even Akio said, with a laugh, “If 
you play the villain, I’ll look like the good guy 
by contrast. So go ahead, be as critical as you 
like and keep asking tough questions.” Start-
ing with the North American International 
Auto Show in Detroit, where the GR Supra 
was unveiled, my job as editor-in-chief has 
given me the opportunity to cover a number 
of sites that are key to the development of 
Toyota vehicles, ranging from Silicon Valley 
and Germany’s Nürburgring to locations in 
Japan like the Higashi-Fuji Technical Center. 
These are places an actor would never get a 
chance to visit.

In 2020, I had a wonderful opportunity to  

Teruyuki Kagawa, the renowned film, television, and kabuki actor, has been providing fair coverage of 
Toyota since becoming editor-in-chief of the Toyota Times in 2019. Even during the COVID-19 pan-
demic, he’s maintained his enthusiasm for interviewing and has produced numerous lively reports. 
Reflecting on his activities in 2020, Kagawa talks about how he views Toyota’s president, o�ering read-
ers some unique insights into Akio Toyoda from one of Japan’s most famous actors.

The 2020 interviews

Editor-in-Chief Kagawa’s 
Thoughts on Akio Toyoda

interview Akio while riding in a car with him 
at the wheel, and I got to be there at CES in 
Las Vegas when he announced Toyota’s 
groundbreaking Woven City project. What 
made the biggest impression on me, though, 
was my experience reporting on the Toyota 
Technical Skills Academy. Seeing the passion 
exhibited by those students about their 
learning made me think it’d be great if all 
children in Japan could study there!

I never could have imagined then that soon 
afterward, the world was going to change so 
dramatically. The COVID-19 outbreak came 
just as Toyota was accelerating on its path 
toward becoming a mobility company. But 
there were also major crises when Akio was 
appointed president in 2009—things like the 
global financial crisis and a large-scale ve-
hicle recall.

 And as if that wasn’t enough, these 
events were followed by the Great East Japan 
Earthquake, floods in Thailand, a super-
strong yen . . . the crises kept on coming. May-
be experiencing these trials is what’s enabled 
the president to maintain such an even keel in 
the unprecedented situation we face today.

The president’s resolute “come out fight-
ing” stance was especially evident when he 
spoke at a press conference in his capacity 
as chairman of the Japan Automobile Manu-
facturers Association (JAMA), and when he 
confidently forecast a profit for the current 
term in a remotely held financial results 
briefing. On these occasions he displayed an 
attitude of leadership that said, “We’re be-
hind the domestic industry all the way.”

The highlight for me, however, was his 

90-minute video message at the Toyota 
World Convention. In times like these, his 
clear articulation of the path Toyota is forging 
must have meant a great deal to the compa-
ny’s 370,000 employees around the world. 
Watching the video made me realize that all 
the topics I’ve covered up to now—automated 
driving, robotics, AI, motor sports, Woven 
City—are linked as part of a greater vision.

What’s more, the president really knows 
how to give a presentation. He talks to the 

“What we can do now for the future”

“I can speak freely when 

I’m behind the wheel”

Interview on the road

In the midst of the continuing spread 
of COVID-19, President Toyoda spoke 
at a press conference in his role as 
chairman of JAMA. Kagawa conduct-
ed an online interview with Toyoda 
immediately afterward. The editor-
in-chief was heartened by the presi-
dent’s words: “The automotive in-
dustry will do everything it can now, 
including helping achieve adequate 
mask supplies and increased pro-
duction of medical care essentials. . . 
. We will definitely survive this crisis 
and serve as a driving force in the 
recovery of the economy when COV-
ID-19 settles down.” (Published in 
April 2020)

The first remote 
interview

At the 2019 North American Inter-
national Auto Show in Detroit, 
President Toyoda promised to 
conduct an interview with Editor-
in-Chief Kagawa while driving, 
saying, “I can speak more freely 
when I’m behind the wheel.” True 
to his words, he talked candidly 
with Kagawa while driving a GR 
Supra around the Shimoyama 
Test Course, discussing Toyota, his 
life, his beloved cars, and the fu-
ture. This special interview o�ers 
a glimpse of Akio Toyoda’s true 
character. (Published in January 
2020)

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, Toyota 
held its financial results press briefing 
for the fiscal year ending on March 31, 
2020 via online streaming. Editor-in-
Chief Kagawa was among those 
watching on a computer screen. At the 
briefing, it was announced that results 
for FY2020 were similar to those for 
the previous year. Then the president 
followed up by boldly forecasting the 
results for the current (FY2021) term. 
Not only that, but he predicted a profit! 
Curious about what made the presi-
dent so confident, the editor-in-chief 
contacted him right after the briefing 
for an impromptu remote interview. 
(Published in May 2020)

T

“Current term 

forecast shows 

Akio Toyoda’s resolve”

Akio Toyoda’s leadership amid 
the COVID-19 pandemic

Teruyuki Kagawa
Toyota Times editor-in-chief

Kagawa was born in Tokyo on December 7, 1965.
A noted actor, he’s been the editor-in-chief of the 

Toyota Times ever since its launch in January 2019.
https://toyotatimes.jp/en/chief_editor/000.html

Remote post-briefing interview

Online interview

051050



As editor-in-chief, I want to watch
Toyota and its president in action

In addition to being Toyota’s president, Akio 
Toyoda is also its master test driver. When he 
takes the wheel and races, he can drive as 
fast as a pro. I have a hunch that he works as 
fast as he drives. When he faces a challenge, 
he has to decide instantly how best to handle 
it. If most people tried to keep his pace, they’d 
be exhausted. But Akio seems to get more 
energy the more he throws himself into his 
work. That’s not to say he gets carried away 
by the excitement; he’s always calm, and 
handles everything like business as usual.

He openly expresses his love for old, 
noisy cars that smell of gasoline. So it’s all 
the more interesting that he’s pushing devel-
opment of the new “CASE” auto technologies 
harder than anyone else at Toyota. He pos-
sesses both macro and micro perspectives—
everything is multifaceted to him. Put simply, 
there aren’t many people like him. The only 
other one I know is Bong Joon-Ho, director of 
the Academy Award–winning movie Parasite. 
Bong seems to film his movies with an elec-
tron microscope attached to the end of a 
40-meter crane: there’s both dynamism and 
a delicacy that catches every tiny detail. The 
director does that in a two-hour film, but Akio 
is continuously doing it in an organization of 
Toyota’s scale. It’s awe-inspiring.

Akio is exceptional. That’s why I can’t 
help but feel a bit of pressure whenever I 
meet him. And yet I can talk to him about any-

thing. He’s easygoing enough to let me go on 
about utterly unimportant matters.

Toyota is now in the process of trans-
forming itself into a mobility company. I’m 
confident that under Akio, this will happen. 
No doubt there will be struggles and obsta-
cles along the way, but I believe the president 
and Toyota have the power and the resolve to 
overcome them.

Akio often says, “It all comes down to 
people.” Every Toyota employee I’ve met in 
this job has been cheerful. Not a single per-
son appears burnt out. They all come across 
as upbeat and optimistic, whether they’re 
working in a plant or in a division with chal-
lenging problems to solve, like automated 
driving, robotics, or lunar rovers. And I can 
feel their determination to solve any problem 
that might arise. This atmosphere must 
surely have been created by Akio. He’s not up 
in the sky somewhere—he’s down here on 
the ground, toiling and sweating along with 
everyone else. Lately, I’ve been thinking that 
someone like Akio would make a great na-

tional leader. But he says jokingly that he’d 
never become someone who relies on tax 
money to eat. 

The automotive industry is undergoing a 
once-in-a-century transformation. As some-
one who loves cars, I’m grateful to have a job 
that lets me see Toyota and Akio in action up 
close. As I said at the start, I’ve never thought 
of the Toyota Times as an advertisement for 
cars; in fact, it’s not really about cars at all. I 
think it’s a forum for communicating much 
larger messages, like plans for the Japan 
and the world of the future. People who’ve 
read it will feel inspired to do their best to-
morrow, too.

Of course, if Toyota starts to take a di�er-
ent path from the one they’ve been talking 
about, then as editor-in-chief, I’ll do every-
thing I can to get to the bottom of it, without 
pulling any punches. After all, I think I’ve 
learned a few things from a couple of years 
of reporting. And I’ll continue to do my best to 
tell it like it is. Viva Toyota Times!

The 2020 interviews 

Editor-in-Chief Kagawa’s 
Thoughts on Akio Toyoda

Toyota holds its Toyota World Conven-
tion once every four years. The event 
gathers top members of all a�liates 
and distributors throughout the world in 
one place. In 2020, however, it was held 
online for the first time because of CO-
VID-19. As a result, it became a mean-
ingful opportunity for Akio’s message to 
be shared not only with people involved 
in sales, but also with many more Toyo-
ta colleagues around the world. The 
Toyota Times obtained highly confiden-
tial footage of the convention filmed for 
internal use, thanks to which Editor-in-
Chief Kagawa was able to confirm Toyo-
ta’s current status and future outlook. 
(Published in November 2020)

Kagawa got to ride around 
the Shimoyama Test Course 
with Akio at the wheel of a GR 
Supra, along with a Mirai pro-
totype and even the 86 he 
drives in rallies. Akio handled 
the cars with ease, leaving 
the editor-in-chief in awe of 
his driving technique.

That’s the machine

 that keeps my 

reflexes sharp!

Wow, an 86 withrally specs!

Covering CES 2020

Report on the Toyota Technical Skills Academy

The Toyota Technical Skills Academy is Toyota’s in-house training school. Es-
tablished in 1938, the year after Toyota was founded, it has produced numer-
ous leaders working on the company’s front lines. Editor-in-Chief Kagawa 
conducted on-site coverage at the academy—everything from student life to 
the graduation ceremony—to learn what kinds of talent the school develops 
and what its significance is for Toyota. Kagawa: “I was impressed by how dili-
gently these young people work. My experience there showed me that Toyota 
really does see people as its greatest asset.” (Published in March 2020)

Toyota is conducting joint re-
search with the Japan Aerospace 
Exploration Agency (JAXA) on the 
Lunar Cruiser, a manned pres-
surized rover to use on the moon. 
The editor-in-chief visited JAXA 
Tsukuba Space Center and Toyo-
ta’s Tokyo Design Research Lab 
in Hachioji, where the research is 
taking place. Kagawa: “All the 
various technologies I’ve covered 
so far, like automated driving and 
Woven City, seem to converge 
here. They say they’re aiming to 
launch in 2029, and I definitely 
want to see it.” (Published in Au-
gust 2020)

To support medical sta� struggling to cope with the pandemic, a long-estab-
lished raincoat manufacturer in Nagoya started to produce protective medical 
gowns. Initially, however, they were only able to make 500 gowns a day. With 
help from Toyota, they set about improving all the processes involved in manu-
facturing the gowns. A production collaboration with six other companies 
resulted in an increase in output to 25,000 gowns a day. The editor-in-chief 
visited the factory and saw for himself how the Toyota Production System had 
made this mass production possible. Kagawa: “It was like a story on TV. I found 
it very moving.” (Published in August 2020)

The Consumer Electronics Show (CES) is the world’s most influential trade 
show for products and technologies. Having been informed that Toyota was 
going to make an important announcement there, Editor-in-Chief Kagawa 
headed to the Las Vegas venue. What was announced was Toyota’s revolution-
ary plan to build a prototype city—Toyota Woven City—in Higashi-Fuji. Kagawa: 
“I’ve covered AI, robotics, and automated driving, and now Toyota is building a 
city to demonstrate their e�ectiveness! We can’t take our eyes o� Toyota for 
even a minute.” (Published in January 2020)

How are Toyota colleagues around the globe doing amid the COVID-19 pan-
demic? The editor-in-chief held an emergency remote interview with people in 
charge at eight locations worldwide. Kagawa: “Despite the tough circumstanc-
es, they were all doing everything they could, in keeping with Akio’s manifesto: 
‘Be serious, but not pessimistic.’ And they all looked cheerful. I was impressed 
by their resolve to overcome this challenge.” (Published in April 2020)

Ever since becoming editor-in-chief of the Toyota Times, 
Teruyuki Kagawa has been actively reporting on Toyota’s 
present and future. In addition to the face-to-face and on-
line interviews he conducted with Akio Toyoda in 2020, 
there were many other encounters that made a strong 
impression on him. Let’s take a look at some of them.

 Moved by every interview

Editor-in-Chief Kagawa’s 
real-time coverage journal

2020

I’m going to keep

reporting on the real Toyota, 

but I won’t lose my 

critical eye!

Remote interview with Toyota people worldwide

Inspecting a plant making protective gowns

           https://toyotatimes.jp/
en/chief_editor

URL

Visit the URL below to 
see the video!

Reportage at JAXA
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How It’s Done
at the Top

the job for only 270 million.
Kotani: Why did you want to give it back?
Toyoda: A matter of pride, right?
Suzuki: Yes, pride. There were already three 
adopted sons-in-law in the family—my un-
cles—and I was the fourth, so people were 
watching to see which one of us was going to 
do best. That made me work really hard. And 
I said, “Father, you should bet on me.”
Toyoda: When did you say that?
Suzuki: When I was 35 or 36, I think.
Toyoda: Wow. If I’d been in that position, I 
wouldn’t have been able to say that.
Kotani: After that the tide turned, didn’t it.

Response to a recall crisis 
shows a flair for management

—With their shared experience of struggle amid 

the pressures of being a member of the found-

ing family, Chairman Osamu acknowledges a 

special a�ection for Akio.

Suzuki: I was really impressed by what you 
did on February 24, 2010.
Toyoda: The hearing, right?
Suzuki: You didn’t hesitate to appear at the US 
congressional hearing on the vehicle recall is-
sue. And you spoke to North American suppli-
ers, dealers, and plant executives. You flew 
directly from the US to China on March 1, then 
to Europe on March 15. And when you got 
back home, you explained things again in Na-
goya to a group of 2,000 employees. Amazing. 
I thought you showed not just excellent judg-
ment and decision-making ability, but fantas-

Osamu Suzuki of Suzuki Motor Corporation, Akio Toyoda of Toyota Motor Corporation—two leaders who share their 
names with the founders of the enterprises they run, and are quick to express their mutual respect. What pressures have 
they faced in their positions? How have they dealt with company crises? A video of the two chatting about their experi-
ences is one of the most watched features on the Toyota Times website. Now readers can enjoy the conversation, too. 

Management is all about 
survival. (Akio Toyoda)

Far right: Akio Toyoda (center) with other new 
employees when he joined Toyota in 1984. 
Right: Suzuki chairman Osamu Suzuki (third 
from left) with colleagues when he was chair-
man of the Construction Preparation Commit-
tee for Suzuki’s Toyokawa Plant at the young 
age of 30. One of his colleagues went on to 
serve as vice president.

Toyoda: Isn’t this room a little cold? Shall we 
turn the heat up?
Kotani: How about you? Are you cold?
Suzuki: No, no, I’m fine. Must be because I’m 
so excited! [Laughs]
—Osamu Suzuki, chairman of Suzuki Motor 

Corporation, is an automotive industry legend. 

During his 40 years at the top, he nurtured Su-

zuki from a company with sales of 5 billion yen 

back in the late 1950s into a global automobile 

manufacturer with annual sales of 3.8 trillion 

yen. He also laid the foundation for Japan’s 

minicar market, now said to account for one in 

three passenger vehicles.

Kotani: You both joined your companies, Su-
zuki and Toyota, in your 20s. Judging from 
these photos [below], you were both very 
young. How did the people around you treat 
you?
Suzuki: Like an uninvited guest.
Toyoda: You, too?
Kotani: They didn’t look out for you?
Toyoda: I think there’s no way they would 
have. Nobody’s ever looked out for me, either.
Suzuki: It was 1958 when I joined Suzuki. 
People in the company said, “The new ad-
opted son is too cocky.”
—Osamu was the son-in-law of Suzuki’s 

founder and had joined the company as a po-

tential successor. At first, he says, he wasn’t 

accepted at all. Then, when he was 30 years 

old, he confronted a daunting challenge. His 

superiors ordered him to build a large plant on 

a scale the company had never attempted be-

fore. Osamu assembled a team of young col-

leagues he could trust, and completed the con-

struction of the plant through sheer tenacity.

Suzuki: Most of the members of my team 
were 30 or younger. At the first meeting, I 
was given a budget of 300 million yen, but I 
wanted to give 10 percent of it back and do 

tic management ability as well.
Kotani: I heard that you were devastated at 
the time, and thought your presidency might 
be over after only a year.
Toyoda: Before going to the hearing, yes. I’d 
become president at a young age by the 
standards of the day, so the executive o°-
cers were all older than me. I was barred, in 
a way, from speaking my mind in my own 
words—told not to say too much, and so on. 
When I said I’d go to the hearing, the com-
pany advised me not to.
Suzuki: I bet it did.
Toyoda: But I thought it might be my first 
chance to be useful to the company. So I said, 
“Let me defend the company!” In my case, 
like Chairman Suzuki’s, that’s my name on 
the cars we make. So having to recall cars is 
like inflicting pain on your own body, and I 
imagine it’s the same for him. But for that 
same reason, I thought I was the one who 
could really express how the company felt.
Suzuki: Since joining the Suzuki family in 
1958, I’ve encountered situations where the 
company could’ve gone bankrupt depending 
on how things went. At those times I thought 
to myself, “Management ability is the key.”
Toyoda: It might sound arrogant coming 
from me, but I think being able to sense the 
threat of bankruptcy is a part of manage-
ment ability. Another keyword for me is “sur-
vival.” Management ability includes an in-
stinct for knowing when the company is in 
danger of failing, and how to make the entire 
company—the people in it—address the 
question of how to improve its value.

Osamu

SUZUKI

Akio

TOYODAMaoko

KOTANI
Interviewer

Osamu Suzuki
Chairman of Suzuki Motor Corporation

Profile

Born in 1930, Suzuki joined the automaker in 1958 after first 
working at a bank. He became president in 1978 and chairman 
in 2000. In addition to causing a sensation by launching the Alto 

minicar, he spearheaded the company’s expansion into India 
and elsewhere abroad, displaying leadership that has contrib-

uted to the growth of the entire Suzuki group. His favorite saying 
appears as the title of a book he wrote: “I’m an Old Guy from a 
Small Firm” (Ore wa, chusho-kigyo no oyaji, published by Nikkei 

Business Publications, Inc.). He has enjoyed a close rapport with
 Akio Toyoda since before Akio became president of Toyota.

Maoko Kotani
Interviewer

Born in Osaka prefecture, Kotani became 
a newscaster after working at Japan 
Airlines. She has worked on NHK’s Good 
Morning Japan program and was the 
lead newscaster on TV Tokyo’s World 
Business Satellite show for 16 years. She 
has extensive experience interviewing 
top executive leaders, and is a member 
of the board of directors of the Toyota 
Mobility Foundation.

earning to lead as an
“uninvited guest”L
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—In 2016, Toyota and Suzuki shocked the au-

tomotive industry by holding a joint press con-

ference to announce a business tie-up. A re-

porter suggested to Chairman Suzuki that he 

might retire now that “his work was finished,” 

but he passionately replied, “People who run 

companies never think their work is done. I’m 

no exception. I like taking on new challenges, 

and our commitment to running the company 

for the good of society will never change.”

Kotani: The reporter was forced to agree 
with you, and Akio said, “On target, as al-
ways,” too. What qualities do the two of you 

The job of the person at the top 
is to make sure ideas are com-
municated down through the 
ranks. (Osamu Suzuki) 

We run our company for the
good of society, and that will 
never change. (Osamu Suzuki) 

A firm believer in a hands-on approach, 
Chairman Suzuki says, “The best way to 
convey my thoughts is through my ac-
tions.” True to his word, he has made 
over 200 visits to the Maruti Suzuki 
plants in India. President Toyoda shares 
Suzuki’s beliefs, and has himself said, 
“Top-down means the top going down to 
the worksite.” Like Suzuki, he feels it’s 
essential to see things firsthand.

where all who receive that message try their 
best to achieve the optimum results. 
—In the 1980s, Suzuki was the first foreign au-

tomaker to enter the Indian market. Through its 

subsidiary Maruti Suzuki India, it’s maintained 

a dominant share of the passenger car market 

there ever since.

Toyoda: I’d say you’re definitely not an SME in 
India—you’re the biggest company there.
Kotani: When you talked about doing busi-
ness in India, the company was against it, 
right?
Suzuki: Yes, the entire company opposed it.
Kotani: Why did you push ahead despite all 
that opposition?
Suzuki: In the 1970s, both Suzuki the com-
pany and Suzuki the family had reached an 
impasse. So I thought we had to become No. 
1 somewhere. We couldn’t become No. 1 in 
Japan, because Toyota was already here! But 
what if we went and made even just one car 
in a country where there were no passenger-
car manufacturers?
Toyoda: So, India. Wasn’t Tata making cars?
Suzuki: Tata was making large trucks and 
luxury cars.
Toyoda: Ah, right.

think your successors will need to have?
Suzuki: Working will need to be their hobby. 
They can’t a�ord to be selfish.
Toyoda: They mustn’t do it for the sake of 
themselves.
Suzuki: They have to commit themselves to 
their employees, their community, and their 
customers. That’s just a matter of common 
sense.
Kotani: Do you agree, President Akio?
Toyoda: Completely. The most important 
thing is what you use your authority for.

Osamu SUZUKI Akio TOYODA

At a joint press conference by 
Toyoda and Suzuki announcing 
the start of talks toward enter-
ing into a business partner-
ship, a reporter suggested that 
Chairman Suzuki retire. Suzuki 
responded by passionately ex-
pressing his commitment to 
his work. The reporter reacted 
sheepishly, and a smiling Pres-
ident Toyoda remarked, “On 
target, as always!”

Toyoda: Few people in a company are in-
clined to think about what’s wrong with the 
way they’re working. Most employees just 
want management to praise them for doing 
a good job. As Chairman Suzuki has always 
said, “Top-down, cost down. Bottom-up, cost 
up.” The real value of his approach is its fo-
cus on whether there’s a better way to do 
things, and how much money is being spent 
in the workplace. Top-down usually means 
people at the top giving orders to their sub-
ordinates, but what I’ve learned from Chair-
man Suzuki and from working at Toyota is 
that it means the people at the top have to go 
“down” to the workplace.
Suzuki: You’re absolutely right.
Toyoda: Doing that enables you to see things 
firsthand and brainstorm with people on-
site about how to do things better.
Kotani: And that will bring costs down.
Toyoda: Costs will come down. But that’s only 
a result. Change the way you make things. 
Target costs. That’s what being a manufac-
turer is about, isn’t it? I think that’s his point.
Suzuki: I’m keenly aware that the job of the 
person at the top is to make sure their ideas 
are understood and communicated down 
through the ranks. And management’s job is 
to go top-down to strengthen those organiza-
tional weak spots.

—The Chairman Osamu way is to manage even 

a large business as if it were a small- to mid-

Kotani: The first-generation Alto was a big hit 
when it was launched in 1979. What was the 
idea behind pricing it at only 470,000 yen?
Suzuki: At the time, minicars were priced 
around 600,000 yen. But women were start-
ing to drive more, and I heard used cars 
were selling for 400,000 to 500,000 yen.
Toyoda: But a new car for that price?
Suzuki: In the beginning, I wanted to make it 
for 350,000 and sell it for 450,000, but no one 
took me seriously. The meetings went no-
where, with people saying things like, “Even if 
we take more parts out, it won’t get any 
cheaper.” I got so angry that in the end I said, 
“Then take out the engine!” [Everyone laughs]
Toyoda: I heard that you reviewed 20,000 
auto parts. Reducing the weight of each part 
by a gram would make the car 20,000 grams 
lighter overall.
Kotani: It’s the “Chairman Osamu way” to 
visit every corner of the worksite in a plant 
audit and see if you can streamline produc-
tion until there’s not a single gram or yen of 
waste. Going to the worksite is really impor-
tant, isn’t it? What does it reveal?
Suzuki: The key to manufacturing is the 
worksite, because that’s where the money 
gets spent. If you want to make a profit, you 
have to streamline your plants and reduce 
costs without sacrificing quality.
Kotani: When you have more than 3 trillion 
yen in annual sales, I think some people 
might ask, “Do you really need to go that far?”
Suzuki: That’s always the weak spot.
Kotani: The weak spot?

sized enterprise (SME), a concept emphasized 

by the title of his book.

Kotani: You titled your book “I’m an Old Guy 
from a Small Firm.” Why are you so particular 
about this idea of Suzuki being an SME?
Suzuki: The idea is that even if your company 
gets big, you still have to take care of every 
corner of it. If you have 10 employees, it 
might be enough to say at the morning meet-
ing, “Listen to me and do as I say.” Even with 
100, you can still get by with, “OK, every-
body, I want you to do this. I’ve told your 
bosses about it too.” But what if you have 
1,000? You’ll run into trouble right away. The 
reason is that there will always be that 10 to 
20 percent who don’t work. If you have more 
than 500 employees, this approach won’t do 
any good.
Toyoda: Right. When you have a large pay-
roll, 10 or 20 percent of them aren’t going to 
work.
Suzuki: And if people don’t work, the com-
pany won’t last, so I want a full 100 percent 
on board.
Kotani: So you’re saying that you always 
have to think hard and work hard to make 
sure everyone gets the message, no matter 
how many employees you have. President 
Akio, you’ve said something similar, haven’t 
you—that Toyota may be viewed as a huge 
conglomerate, but you want it to be like a 
small business. Would you like to be the 
president of an SME, too?
Toyoda: Regardless of a company’s size, it’s 
just as Chairman Suzuki said. I want the com-
pany to be a place where someone with pow-
er and responsibility conveys what he or she 
wants to pursue to everyone involved, and 

How It’s Done 
at the Top

Review each part to cut 
every last bit of waste

No matter how big the 
company, everyone should 
share the same goals

The most important quality in 
a successor: dedication
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lines that can process a car in under a minute 
at top speed.
Matsuko: You can assemble a car in less than 
a minute?
Toyoda: Yes, we can. We can do it by combin-
ing a minute’s worth of many jobs together.
Matsuko: Now, we have to tell everyone how 
the three of us met. They’re boring stories, 
though. I happened to meet President Akio at 
a Lexus dealership. [Everyone laughs]
Toyoda: We had the same salesperson serv-
ing us.
Wakisaka: Really? You had the same sales-
person? Meaning that you, President Toyoda 
of all people, were buying a car there?
Toyoda: That’s right. I was buying one, too.
Matsuko: He really was. So, when Akio came 
over to say hello to the salesperson, I hap-
pened to be there as their customer. We were 
both surprised, and stood there chatting for a 
while.
Toyoda: That’s right.
Matsuko: Then, I don’t know what it was, but 
we just clicked.

On January 10, 2021, Akio Toyoda, Matsuko Deluxe, and Juichi 
Wakisaka had a three-way conversation on the Fuji TV show 
Bokura no Jidai (Our Era), broadcast every Sunday from 7:00 to 
7:30 AM. This article presents highlights of their chat, as well as 
some thoughts about the future that were not included in the 
broadcast. How do the three participants envision the future?
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Toyoda: You could say that.
Wakisaka: Was it destiny? [Laughs]
Matsuko: The first time I met you, Juichi, was 
when you came on my show, wasn’t it? You 
told us about the kinds of mischief you got up 
to back in the day. But it felt to me like it 
wasn’t just all talk. You were aiming to spread 
the appeal of motorsports, while also con-
tributing to the mood of the show.
Wakisaka: Thank you.
Matsuko: How did you meet President Akio?
Wakisaka: I’m not sure if the president re-
members, but it was at Fuji Speedway. I saw 
him for the first time and thought, “Wow, it’s 
Akio Toyoda!” and he came over and said, 
“Juichi, long time no see!”
Matsuko: So what did you say then?
Wakisaka: Well, first I said “Yes!” [Laughs] 
The president loves motorsports, so I thought 
that was why he recognized me.
Matsuko: So Akio, you felt you two had al-
ready met?
Toyoda: Yes. I’d seen him in lots of places.
Wakisaka: But that was actually the first 
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Born in 1972 in Chiba prefecture, 
Matsuko entered the TV and radio 
industry after working as a beau- 
tician and magazine editor. A 
hard-to-miss TV personality, he 
can be seen on the air almost daily 
on such shows as Getsuyo kara 
Yofukashi (Monday Late Show) and 
Matsuko no Shiranai Sekai (Matsu-
ko’s Unknown World). He’s also a 
prolific author.

Born in 1972 in Nara prefecture, 
Wakisaka began racing at the age of 
19. He became Series Champion in the 
Japanese Formula 3 Championship in 
1996, and has been competing in the 
Japan GT Championship and Super GT 
Championship for many years. As an 
ambassador for GAZOO Racing, he’s 
actively involved in supervising the 
overall staging of the Toyota GAZOO 
Racing Festival (TGRF).
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AkioTOYODA
time. Then we met again when you invited 
me to the Nürburgring Challenge as a driver 
for GAZOO Racing.
Matsuko: How many years ago was that?
Wakisaka: That was in 2010.
Matsuko: Akio, when did you become Toyo-
ta’s president?
Toyoda: In 2009, when things were at their 
toughest with the global financial crisis. 
When I think back now, that was when the 
idea of making “ever-better” cars took a lot of 
flak.
Wakisaka: It did, didn’t it?
Toyoda: I also got bashed back then for driv-
ing in races. People would say, “What are you 
doing driving cars?” and “You’re just playing 
around.”
Matsuko: Even though you were doing it for 
the right reason.
Toyoda: It’s only now that I get praised for it 
with statements like, “People who love cars 
make good cars.” No one said that 10 years 
ago.
Matsuko: After you became president, the 

Matsuko: First of all, we need to tell our view-
ers where we are now, or they may think, 
“What in the world?”
Toyoda: This is Toyota Motor East Japan’s 
Higashi-Fuji Plant. Cars were actually pro-
duced here until December last year.
Wakisaka: All of this was up and running, 
right?
Toyoda: Yes. The plant ran for 53 years and 
produced around 7.5 million cars.
Matsuko: [pointing to a blue conveyor belt] 
This is what’s called a line, isn’t it? The cars 
move by one by one, and the parts get in-
stalled by workers at each station. It’s pretty 
amazing.
Toyoda: An enormous number of people 
helped build our cars here. Our thinking is, 
“Let’s make cars at the pace they’re selling 
at.” For example, if we’re getting one order a 
minute from customers in the market, we 
run this line at a car a minute.
Matsuko: Does that mean the speed varies 
depending on the model?
Toyoda: Absolutely. There have even been 
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Making Automated Driving Fun, Not Just Easy
Contradictory though 
it may sound, Toyo-
ta’s aim is to develop 
automated-driving 
technology that also 
makes cars “fun to 
drive.” Toyota’s Hi-
gashi-Fuji Technical 

Center is doing research on automated driving that will pro-
vide a comfortable ride even while it puts safety first. When he 
covered the story for the Toyota Times, Editor-in-Chief Teru-
yuki Kagawa got to ride in a prototype automated-driving car. 
In his excited report on the experience, he exclaimed, “It’s like 
another human being is driving!”

Haven’t we reacheda point where we’re already materially satisfiedto some extent?

What would happen if all4 million cars sold annually in Japan were BEVs? The answer is that we’d run out of electricity.

A Casual Yet Serious Chat about Creating the FutureAKIO

A Casual Yet Serious Chat about Creating the FutureMATSUKO

There will be good driving 

and lousy driving with 

automated driving, too.

A Casual Yet Serious Chat about Creating the Future

JUICHI

something somewhere overseas, but being 
“human-centered” is Woven City’s own par-
ticular focus. People are the stars of the 
show. That’s because no matter how ad-
vanced AI and automation become, or what 
form they take, it’ll always be people who use 
them. I believe we should make things that 
meet people’s needs.
Matsuko: Speaking of automation, automat-
ed driving is a hot topic now, but there are 
di�erent versions of that, right? My image of 
automated driving is that it drives the car for 
you and you don’t lift a finger. But there are 
people riding in the car, after all.
Wakisaka: From the human point of view, 
there’s “good automated driving” and “lousy 
automated driving,” isn’t there?
Toyoda: That’s right. I think the current level 
of automated driving technology is that of a 
slightly better than average driver. But some-
one like you, Juichi, can drive way faster and 
way safer.
Wakisaka: A race-car driver’s skill set is all 
about getting a car safely to its destination. In 
a race, that destination is the finish line. I 
drove here today, and I think I can say I was 
able to do that more safely than most other 
people. If those kinds of skills can be incorpo-
rated into automated driving, the chances of 
accidents happening will go down.
Toyoda: I think that’s one big advantage of 
automated driving. Even drivers who’ve only 
just gotten their license will be able to switch 
to “Juichi mode” and enjoy safe driving even 
on the most challenging mountain roads.
Matsuko: But how can you think of doing 
something so radical? Most company presi-
dents would be scared to steer their busi-
ness into such unknown waters.
Toyoda: One of the events that generated the 
Woven City project was our decision to close 
this plant. The company decided on the clo-
sure before anything had been decided about 

cars you produced changed, too, didn’t they? 
Oops, I guess we’ve strayed o�-topic. Let’s 
talk about this site—you’re planning to build 
something spectacular here, right?
Toyoda: Yes, we are. When Toyota says it’s 
going to become a mobility company, that’s 
because just making vehicles won’t be 
enough to create a mobile world. So what 
should we do, then? The answer is, think 
about what roads should be like. In order to 
achieve zero accidents, let’s build roads 
where we can run experiments to determine 
things like how humans and automated driv-
ing systems should interact. We’re going to 
build roads like that here, in what we’re call-
ing “Woven City.”
Matsuko: How many people will live here?
Toyoda: We’re planning for about 360 resi-
dents, but the population should be a bit big-
ger in the daytime. If we want to make it a city, 
it won’t be a viable place to live with only 360 
people here. There will need to be other peo-
ple to support the residents, as well as those 
who don’t live here but come to shop during 
the day.
Matsuko: Does that mean the daytime popu-
lation will grow to, say, 1,000 or more?
Toyoda: Around that, yes. And the city’s resi-
dents will include elderly people, families, 
and inventors. The reason for this mix is that 
studying the daily lives of seniors and fami-
lies will help us identify social problems that 
need to be solved. The idea behind including 
inventors is to get them thinking every day 

Woven City. The plant employees were going 
to have to move way up north to the Tohoku 
region. But I heard that many of them were 
saying they couldn’t do that because they had 
families and other ties in this area. So I held 
an all-sta� meeting here.
Matsuko: With all the employees?
Toyoda: Yes. I told them myself that the plant 
was going to close. Then, one employee 
asked, “What are you going to do with this 
site?” I said, “I want to use it to conduct a 
demonstration experiment.” The company 
still hadn’t decided anything at that point. But 
the words just came out of me: “This plant 
has run for 53 years. Now it will become a 
place for experiments to design the future of 
mobility. People will live here, and I have no 
doubt new jobs will be created. You’ve all 
helped me build cars here, and I’m sure to 
need your help again someday when we’re 
hiring for those jobs.” I think my desire to ad-
dress the concerns of the people who’d 
worked here further motivated me to carry 
out the Woven City plan.
Matsuko: You’d been thinking about these 
things for a while, but it all suddenly came 
together when you spoke to your employees?
Toyoda: Yes. That’s why I want to make it an 
ever-evolving project, human-centered, a liv-
ing laboratory. And I don’t want to deviate 
from that commitment. No matter how ad-
vanced the technology is, the question will 
always be whether it makes the people who 
use it happy. For a development company, 
that’s the crux of the matter.
Matsuko: While I was listening to your story 
about what you said to your employees, I was 
thinking. We tend to assume that life will 
naturally grow more convenient as time goes 
by, but don’t you think we’ve reached a point 
where we’re already materially satisfied to 

some extent?
Wakisaka: Good point.
Matsuko: I think people are going to start 
looking for happiness on the more spiritual 
side of life. So this city will be a place for the 
development of new technologies—but when 
it comes down to the question of how that will 
fulfill human needs, I think the answer is that 
in the future, technology has to be something 
that enhances our happiness. That includes 
automated driving, of course.
Toyoda: I think developed countries may 
have reached the stage you describe, but 
there are developing countries around the 
world that want to start motorizing now. We 
know that if they simply follow in the foot-
steps of automakers in developed countries 
with automated driving, it may produce neg-
ative consequences like more tra°c acci-
dents and more air pollution. So when devel-
oping countries think about creating their 
future, I hope they’ll only adopt the positive 
things that developed countries have done. 
Maybe they can bypass the negative things 
along the way as they advance. But that’ll 
also depend on how the technology is used.
Matsuko: I see.
Wakisaka: It’ll also help protect the Earth.
Matsuko: After meeting President Akio, I 
started thinking about the importance of 
family. Akio, you have to look after Toyota 
now, and you could even say that means 
looking after Japan, too—because if Toyota 
wobbles, Japan wobbles. But that isn’t why 
you’re able to take such decisive measures. I 
think being from the founding family makes 
your devotion to Toyota di�erent from that of 
people who joined the company the usual 
way. I really believe that’s a big factor in how 
you feel about leading this company.
Wakisaka: Akio moves so fast, it’s hard to 

about how best to achieve human-centered 
mobility and mobile lifestyles for the future.
Matsuko: So you’re going to get residents 
and out-of-towners to use this “future city” in 
an experiment to figure out how to build such 
cities around the world.
Wakisaka: If you conduct that sort of experi-
ment here, people from all over the world 
will come to study it.
Toyoda: Right. So the o°cial language here 
will probably be English.
Matsuko: English? Oh no! I was kind of think-
ing maybe I could live here . . .
Toyoda: Well, by that time, something like a 
portable automatic translator will probably 
be available.
Matsuko: Yes, that’s true. You could even use 
this place to test devices like that.
Toyoda: Exactly. So people from various 
countries will live here, and everyone will be 
able to have one-on-one conversations with 
everyone else, and live normal day-to-day 
lives together. That’s the kind of city it’s going 
to be.
Matsuko: Wow.
Toyoda: Creating a city isn’t the goal, but a 
starting point from which to do lots of other 
things. So this will be an ever-evolving experi-
ment. I think that is an important aspect of it.
Matsuko: Since Toyota is planning this city, I 
expect it’s also working on things the city will 
need, like AI and robots. Even though it’s a car 
company.
Toyoda: Yes, but it’s not enough to have only 
Toyota doing that. We can handle mobility-
related AI, but the human-centered city of the 
future won’t happen if only the cars are 
equipped with AI. So I’d like people outside 
the automotive industry to get involved, too. 
We’re saying, “Anyone who wants, come join 
us! Let’s build the future together!” More 
than 3,000 friends and partners—both indi-
viduals and corporations—have already 
signed on.
Matsuko: Three thousand?!
Toyoda: Yes, people are coming forward and 
saying they want to join us. The world has 
SDGs [the UN’s 17 Sustainable Development 
Goals] to achieve, so I think it’d be interesting 
if we could choose project proposals along 
the lines of “Here’s an experiment that could 
provide a solution to this or that SDG.”
Wakisaka: It’ll move fast once it starts up. 
Because you won’t need anyone else’s per-
mission to do these experiments, right? 
What’s more, it should make Toyota a global 
leader in the technology race.
Matsuko: Amazing. Is anybody else doing 
something like this, on this kind of scale?
Toyoda: I’ve heard that Google is working on 

keep up. But he also knows that if the auto 
industry takes a wrong turn, the whole world 
will be a�ected. When it comes to making 
cars, if you only care about appealing to the 
public, you could just say you’ll switch over 
completely to battery electric vehicles. Then 
people will praise you for being eco-friendly. 
But if you run BEVs on electricity from ther-
mal power plants, that’s going to cause a 
huge increase in carbon emissions. Isn’t that 
why Toyota is making several di�erent types 
of cars now?
Toyoda: That’s right. We recently worked out 
an estimate. In Japan, about 4 million cars 
are sold each year. What would happen if, out 
of those 4 million cars, we turned all of the 
gasoline-powered ones into BEVs? The an-
swer is that we’d run out of electricity.
Wakisaka: Of course. After all, power short-
ages occur just from everyone using the air 
conditioning too much on hot summer days.
Toyoda: The figure we calculated is a power 
shortage of about 10 to 15 percent. At first 
that sounded like only a small amount to me, 
but how much do we need to increase our 
power capacity to make up that 10 to 15 per-
cent? The answer is, 10 more nuclear power 
plants—or 20 more thermal plants.
Matsuko: Twenty?!
Toyoda: It’s a ridiculous amount. On top of 
that, it would cost around 30 trillion yen to 
build the charging facilities.
Matsuko: Thirty trillion yen?!
Toyoda: A charging facility for an ordinary 
house costs 100,000 to 200,000 yen. For a 
tower-parking-type apartment block, the 
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It’s time I started thinking about making myself useful, too!

A Casual Yet Serious Chat about Creating the Future

your kid a ball,” but it’s not like that. But after 
the game “Gran Turismo” came out, I could 
tell the kids to play that.
Matsuko: Really? Does that help?
Wakisaka: I think so.
Matsuko: I’m pretty good at “Gran Turismo.” 
So it helps to play it? Doesn’t that give kids 
some reason for hope? I always thought rac-
ing was something only rich people could do.
Wakisaka: A long time ago, that was true.
Matsuko: But you’re not that type of person. 
That’s impressive.
Wakisaka: I happened to be lucky. But many 
of my rivals started riding karts when they 
were, like, three years old.
Matsuko: Were you jealous?
Wakisaka: No, but it doesn’t feel good to lose 
to a kid. I started karts when I was 19, but I 
kept losing to seventh graders.
Toyoda: That’s because they weighed less, so 
they could go faster.
Wakisaka: Yes, I had lots of excuses, but I still 
hated losing.
Matsuko: So how old were you when you 
made your professional debut?
Wakisaka: After I’d been riding karts for two 
or three years, they told me I should go for 
Formula 3. I was working on tire develop-
ment at a tire manufacturer, and the people 
there urged me to do that.
Matsuko: And you took o� from there?
Wakisaka: I went for F3, and then they told 
me I should try F3000. That’s today’s Super 
Formula. President Toyoda is on one of those 
teams, ROOKIE Racing.

cost is 0.5 to 1.5 million yen. A quick-charging 
facility costs 6 million yen these days. That’s 
to make just one.
Wakisaka: You’ve suddenly turned into an 
electronics dealer. [Laughs]
Toyoda: What’s an even bigger shame is that 
producing BEVs requires charging and dis-
charging as much electricity as one house-
hold consumes in a week. In other words, 
everything has to be fully charged up, then 
fully discharged. This always has to be done 
when making BEVs.
Matsuko: It’s such a waste. It really is.
Toyoda: To make 500,000 cars annually 
would mean discharging 5,000 households’ 
worth of electricity a day. So if we have to 
build more thermal power plants to provide 
that electricity, we need to ask ourselves if 
that’s really such a good thing.
Matsuko: I don’t mean to change the subject, 
but last year was tough, wasn’t it? How was it 
for you, Akio? I guess 2020 wasn’t your only 
tough year, though. 
Toyoda: Yep, I’m always having a tough time. 
[Laughs]

Matsuko: Me, too. Every year is like an un-
lucky year. But I’d never had to go two months 
without work before, not in all the time since 
I started my current job. So I was home all 
the time. But even while I was complaining 
about how tough it was, it also gave me a 
chance to think about a lot of things, and I 
hadn’t had time to do that before.
Toyoda: I see.
Matsuko: And experiences like getting to 

Matsuko: My agency’s name is on the chest 
of Akio’s racing suit at the moment.
Wakisaka: Really? [Laughs]
Matsuko: Really! Maybe for motorsports 
fans, it’s like, “What the heck is that weird 
name on his chest? Some kind of obscure 
parts maker?” But they’re going to add my 
name this year. It’s just small change, but I’m 
going to be a sponsor.
Wakisaka: Wow, great!
Toyoda: Right, an individual sponsor.
Wakisaka: It can’t be a major sport without 
support from lots of di�erent sources.
Matsuko: That’s right. So, Juichi, do you like 
what you’re doing these days?
Wakisaka: At this point, I’m not thinking so 
much about doing something I like as about 
how I can give something back.
Matsuko: Me, too. I can’t really say I like what 
I’m doing any more—at least, not whole-
heartedly. Akio, what about you? Do you like 
what you’re doing?
Toyoda: I do. I like it, and if I was given a 
chance to live my life over, I’d probably pick 
this one. Still, I’m 65 this year, and I’ve cer-
tainly experienced a lot, both good and bad.
Matsuko: Right now I have a really strong de-
sire to reset my life and try something new. 
But maybe I’m just being selfish.
Toyoda: If that’s what you want to do, then 
you should.

Matsuko: So can I work for Toyota? [Everyone 

laughs]
Matsuko: I knew it! There’s no way you’d hire 
me!
Toyoda: What? No, I will.
Matsuko: Seriously?
Toyoda: Yes. I’d love to, but I have no authority 
over personnel matters.
Matsuko: See? That’s a total brush-o�.
[Laughs]

Toyoda: I’ll talk to the head of personnel.
Matsuko: Are you sure? I’m 48, you know.
Toyoda: A mid-career hire.
Wakisaka: Mid-career! [Laughs]
Toyoda: Maybe we could call it head-hunting.
Matsuko: Oh, I like that! So let’s say you’re 
taking on a highly talented person as a mid-
career hire. See, being 48 already, I’m getting 
nervous. If I want to get up to full speed after 
such a late start, I need to get moving before 
I’m 50. After seeing all these incredible 
things you’re doing with my own eyes, you’ve 
really got me thinking. Like, is what I’m doing 
really good enough?
Toyoda: [Laughs]
Matsuko: I know. I shouldn’t compare, but 
what you’re doing really is inspiring. I know I 
can’t be like you, but I want to do something.
Wakisaka: Well, you still have more than 10 
years to go before you’re the president’s age.
Matsuko: Even with more than 10 years to 

meet Akio made me start wondering if just 
gabbing as a personality in the entertain-
ment world is the best way to spend my life. 
There must be something more I can do, and 
I don’t just mean in business. Last year, I 
started thinking I’d like to make myself use-
ful somehow. So, I’d really love to work for 
Toyota.
Toyoda: [Laughs]
Matsuko: See, you don’t want me at all! 
[Laughs]
Wakisaka: For me, everything stopped in the 
first half of the year with COVID-19. Thank-
fully I’d had lots of work for a few years, so I 
was able to take the time to look back on 
whether I’d left anything undone, treated 
anyone badly, things like that. But I still found 
myself with time on my hands, wondering 
what to do next. I thought about all the motor-
sports fans out there, and what a shame it 
was that there weren’t any races. So that got 
me thinking about doing e-sports. Online 
streaming and so on.
Matsuko: I’ve been checking out your posts. 
You’re certainly keeping up with the times.
Wakisaka: Well, I’m grateful for e-sports. 
When kids or their parents would come up 
and ask, “How do you become a motorsports 
pro?” The only honest answer I could give 
was about things that cost money, like, “Go 
buy that kart from that kart shop, put this en-
gine in it, hire that mechanic to work on it, 
get some professional training, then get into 
a manufacturer’s development program.” If 
it was baseball or soccer, you could say, “Buy 

spare, I could never catch up.
Toyoda: But I drove in my first race after I 
turned 50.
Matsuko: After 50?
Toyoda: That’s right. Until then, people had 
always been against it. After I turned 50, no 
one objected, and now I’m 65. And if you 
asked me how my driving compares to when 
I started 15 years ago, I’d say I can drive fast-
er and more safely now.
Matsuko: Okay, I’m going to try racing.
Wakisaka: You want to be a race-car driver?
Matsuko: Don’t laugh! [Laughs]
Toyoda: We need to find a car you can get in.
Matsuko: I’ll have to lose weight. But I won’t 
be able to drive by myself right away, so I’ll sit 
in the passenger seat while Juichi drives.
Wakisaka: You’re on!
Matsuko: Really?
Wakisaka: I’ll drive very carefully.
Matsuko: Okay, maybe I’ll make my debut on 
the circuit this year. And then you’ll let me 
into Toyota, right?
Toyoda: . . . Okay.
Wakisaka: You were stifling a laugh when 
you said that. [Laughs]
Matsuko: Did you have to say “Okay”? I want-
ed to end with a punch line. [Laughs]

Are BEVs Really Compatible with Carbon Neutrality Goals?
Ten more nuclear plants needed to 
replace all cars in Japan with BEVs?!
There are currently about 60 million cars in Japan. 
The Japan Automobile Manufacturers Association 
estimated how much electricity would be needed if 
all of them were replaced with BEVs, and found that 
it would require 10 more nuclear power plants—or 
20 thermal power plants, which would generate a 
corresponding amount of carbon dioxide. Questions 
have been raised over whether the all-BEV idea is 
really as eco-friendly as it sounds.

 Hybrid electric vehicle (HEV) Fuel-cell electric vehicle (FCEV)Plug-in hybrid electric vehicle (PHEV)

Infrastructure and cars are 
like flowers and bees
Akio Toyoda has explained his own thinking on this 
issue by likening charging facilities and other infra-
structure to flowers, and electric cars to bees. He 
argues that they can’t flourish if just one or the other 
develops; therefore, electrification will only advance 
if they both spread in a balanced way, each creating 
demand for the other. With his launch of the new 
Mirai, Akio shows his belief that FCEVs in particular 
will become popular.

Reducing environmental impact with 
four different types of electrified car
The news media often simply equate electric cars 
with battery electric vehicles (BEVs). But in reality, 
besides BEVs, there are also HEVs (hybrid electric 
vehicles: cars with multiple power sources, like 
gasoline and electricity), PHEVs (plug-in hybrid 
electric vehicles: HEVs that can be charged from an 
external power supply), and FCEVs (fuel-cell electric 
vehicles). To achieve carbon neutrality, a goal cur-
rently promoted by the Japanese government, it will 
be necessary to expand the use not only of BEVs, but 
all four types of electrified car.

Battery electric vehicle (BEV)
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“I had no hesitation about fixing a car 
that belonged to another team.”

Mr. Sadamitsu  GR Garage Fukuoka Airport  

In May 2018, a man drove to Oita prefecture from the 
city of Nagoya (over 600 kilometers away) to partici-
pate in the Toyota Gazoo Racing 86/BRZ Race. This 
event allows car enthusiasts to compete on the cir-
cuit with their very own car. Wanting to be fully pre-
pared for the actual race the next day, the Oita man 
took the practice run a little too seriously. Driving 
aggressively, he ended up crashing his car into a 
wall, doing considerable damage to his front end.

The damage meant that he would not be able to 
compete in the race he had been preparing to enter 
for many months. To top it o�, he had invited a num-
ber of friends, who would be traveling long distanc-
es to come to see him. He was devastated.

As he was preparing to withdraw from the com-
petition and began clearing his things from the pit, a 
man he had met a few months earlier appeared and 
asked, “Can I take a look at your car?” The man was 
a mechanic from a Toyota dealership, and happened 
to be participating in the competition on a di�erent 
team. He was soon joined by another mechanic.

The man from Oita agreed to let the mechanics 
look at his car, hoping against hope for the very slim 
possibility that he could still compete.

Another popular episode from a series featured on the Toyota Times website (see page 48). In this true story, an amateur 
car racer has an unexpected encounter with sta� from a Toyota dealership on the night before a competition, as the 
dedication of two mechanics helps him experience the joy of driving once again.

“Not only did I experience a feeling 
   of fulfillment, I also learned the
   importance of not giving up.”
    Mr. Shima  GR Garage Fukuoka Airport    

A disaster right 
before race day

Mr. Shima and Mr. Sadamitsu, the two mechanics 
who had miraculously appeared to repair the man’s 
car, were from the Toyota Corolla Fukuoka GR Ga-
rage Fukuoka Airport dealership. They both loved 
the circuit, and were participating in the race as me-
chanics with their own team—it was one of their 
weekend hobbies. Inside the pit that day, they had 
noticed that the man on the team next to theirs was 
a customer who had come to their dealership two 
months earlier to change his tires in preparation for 
competing in this race. They also saw that he was 
considering  dropping out of the race due to the 
damage his car had sustained.

Normally, members of di�erent teams see each 
other as competition and rarely, if ever, o�er to help 
one another. But the two mechanics knew how ex-
cited this man was to participate in the race. Seeing 
him in such distress and knowing that he, too, was 
someone who loved cars, they felt compelled, in 
their own words, to “help him compete in the race 
and experience the joy of driving again.”

Upon inspection, it was clear that the car had 
indeed su�ered significant damage to its exterior; 
however, the engine appeared fine, with no oil 
leaks. The mechanics thought that it could be made 
raceworthy if some parts were replaced. They 
sprang into action, immediately calling their deal-
ership to ask for the parts needed to make the re-
pairs. Though some of the requested parts were 
temporarily out of stock, the sta� there called up 
other Toyota a°liates and enlisted their help in 
procuring the parts as quickly as possible. Mem-
bers of the dealership sta� drove for two hours on 
dark mountain roads to deliver the parts to the 
track.

Meanwhile, back in the pit, other mechanics 
from their team had joined Shima and Sadamitsu to 
help, pleading with the driver to entrust his car to 
them and let them fix it. Finally, the car was repaired 
and ready to race again. The mechanics and the 
car’s owner let out a cheer.

Sadamitsu said that he had “no hesitation about 
fixing a car that belonged to another team,” since it 
was for the sake of a fellow car-lover. Sharing his 
feelings about the experience, Shima said, “Mechan-
ics enjoy fixing cars, and when I can make other 
people happy, I’m happy. Not only did I experience a 
feeling of fulfillment, I also learned the importance 
of not giving up.”

Shima and Sadamitsu both mentioned that they 
loved automobiles from a young age. They would 
save their pocket money to buy remote-controlled 
cars and miniature toy vehicles to play with.

Shima said, “We have a free car-racing simula-
tor at our dealership, and I often enjoy spending 
time there together with primary-school kids.” For 
high-school students who do not have a driver’s li-
cense yet, he says he’ll go for a test drive with the 
student in the passenger seat. No matter how young 
the customer, he likes to find ways for them to expe-
rience the joy of driving.

“When customers are having a fun conversation 
about cars, I can’t help but join in,” said Sadamitsu.

At the dealership, it’s clear that their focus is al-
ways on helping customers enjoy being there while 
actively listening to and joining in their talk about 
cars. But it’s also evident how much everyone on the 
dealership sta� shares in the joy of cars together.

In this case, their help went beyond the repairs. 
The sta� members who delivered the parts also 
drove out to pick up takeout food, such as bento-box 
meals, from nearby restaurants or shops that were 
open late at night, for their colleagues who were 
working so tirelessly on the car. Such acts of 
thoughtfulness were not lost on the Oita man either.

After safely competing in the race, the man sent 
a thank-you message to the mechanics and the 
dealership. It said, in part:

“I thought it was all over. I didn’t even dream I 
would be able to complete the race. During the final 
lap, my eyes were filled with tears.”

Doing something for 
a fellow car-lover

Finding joy in making 
customers happy

Part 2
“One and Only Day” Series

 Bringing happiness to the community

Rescue before the big race
“One and Only Day” Series

Mechanics work on the car. When 
the necessary parts were out of 
stock at their dealership, the sta� 
kept looking and worked to obtain 
them from other a°liates. The 
mechanics worked on the car far 
into the night.
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G�ge�s scen�y like this helps 

insp�e ev�-be
� c	s!

G�ge�s scen�y like this helps 

insp�e ev�-be
� c	s!

G�ge�s scen�y like this helps 

L�ping roads

C�s f� the road, ships f� the sea, a�planes f� the sky: mobility is inte�al to �r lives today.

Seeing this c� ahead is always 

a reass�ing sight.
Seeing this c� ahead is always 

a reass�ing sight.
Seeing this c� ahead is always 

The l�g shad�s speak of fall.
A p�s�al photo album full of 

roads, c�s, and sunsets

Many enticing roads await.

A c�cuit nestled deep in the m�ntains Personal photographs

 Akio Toyoda’s 2020 Album
“ Eight Views of Roads”

Photography is Akio Toyoda’s secret hobby. He 
includes roads in his photos of scenery be-
cause, he says, roads are essential to the 
making of better cars. Here are a few of his 
“road” photos, on display for the first time, 
along with his own comments.
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Toyota president Akio Toyoda races cars on tracks 
and in rallies. Though some people have opined 
that it is imprudent or inappropriate for the presi-
dent of a major international corporation to drive 
race cars, he continues to get behind the steering 
wheel under the alias “Morizo” and race frequent-
ly, even at the age of 64. What lies behind his deter-
mination to keep racing? The answer holds the key 
to the very nature of who Akio is.

Morizo: 
Why Does 
He Drive?
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What compelled Akio Toyoda to become Morizo, the race-car driver? And how 
did he acquire those laudable driving skills? Juichi Wakisaka, aka “Mister GT,” 
who appeared on page 58, shares his thoughts as we look back on Morizo’s 
story.

Race-car driver Juichi Wakisaka talks about 

Morizo 
the Race-Car 
Driver

Akio honed his driving skills under the guidance of 
the late Hiromu Naruse, Toyota’s legendary master 
test driver. The two entered the 24-hour Nürburgring 
endurance race in 2007 with a pair of modified used 
Altezzas. They passed under the checkered flag to-
gether as the final drivers of their respective teams.

Morizo with 
Hiromu Naruse, his 
instructor and mentor

A ccording to Juichi Wakisaka, Hiromu 
Naruse is essential to the story of 

Morizo the race-car driver. Upon returning to 
Japan after serving as vice president at a 
joint venture in the United States, Akio Toyo-
da met Naruse at the company’s headquar-
ters in the city of Toyota in 2002.

“Naruse-san was a test driver who’d 
worked his way up through Toyota. When 
they met for the first time, he told Akio-san 
straight out, ‘I don’t want to be lectured on 
cars by people who don’t understand driving.’ 
He wanted to make it clear that if Akio-san 
was to become the president of Toyota one 
day, he’d have to appreciate cars at a much 
deeper level than just the business aspects. 
This resonated with Akio-san and compelled 
him to think more about what goes into mak-
ing a car. He began taking driving lessons 
from Naruse-san.”

A test driver repeatedly gets behind the 
wheel to evaluate a car’s performance in 
many areas and reflect the findings in devel-
opment. As Toyota’s “master test driver,” Na-
ruse was at the top of the carmaker’s stable 

of several hundred test drivers. Under Na-
ruse’s strict instruction, Akio worked hard 
to improve his driving technique. He learned 
to instinctively feel how cars handled and 
responded through repeated drives on test 
tracks and racetracks, as well as on dirt and 
snow.

Finally, Naruse acknowledged Akio’s 
driving skills. At his mentor’s urging, in 2007, 
Akio formed a team of company volunteers 
and entered the Nürburgring 24-hour endur-
ance race, which is famous for being the 
world’s most punishing circuit. He and his 
team achieved the impressive feat of com-
pleting the race. He adopted the moniker 
“Morizo” at that time to avoid the controversy 
that his real name would have drawn. Since 
then, it has been his alias when driving.

Racing is essential to making 
ever-better cars

Akio’s personal participation in races and 
rallies increased after the Nürburgring en-
durance race. Wakisaka thinks that Akio was 

questioning Toyota’s approach to carmaking 
at the time, and that this was part of the rea-
soning behind the decision.

“To put it bluntly, almost all Toyota mod-
els at the time were more like well-built 
home appliances. But he wanted cars to de-
liver thrills. He probably thought that feed-
back from motorsports would be absolutely 
essential for that.”

Needless to say, Toyota’s motorsports 
history is long. Founder Kiichiro Toyoda had 
already declared, “Racing is essential for the 
development of the automotive industry,” in a 
message that he penned in March 1952, 
shortly before his passing. In 1957, the car-
maker entered the Crown in the Round Aus-
tralia Trial. Six years later, in 1963, the Crown, 

the Corona, and the Publica raced in the first 
Japanese Grand Prix at Suzuka Circuit; all 
won their respective categories. At the age of 
seven, Akio watched that race.

“Toyota eventually competed in F1, 
which became the company’s main motor-
sport. But what the company was doing in F1 
didn’t fit Akio-san’s vision. Despite the im-
mense costs, it was hard to argue that the 
technology was being reflected in production 
cars. So, independent of Toyota’s main effort, 
Akio-san formed GAZOO Racing, which was 
kind of a guerrilla team, and competed in 
races to improve his understanding of the 
carmaking process. The desire to directly 
heed his grandfather Kiichiro’s advice prob-
ably factored in the decision as well.”

GAZOO Racing’s efforts faced consider-
able opposition within the company, but the 
team gradually gained supporters, and in 
2016, it became TOYOTA GAZOO Racing (TGR) 
when “Toyota” was added to the name.

“I saw that as a sign that President Akio’s 
reforms had finally been accepted by the  
entire company,” Wakisaka says. But once 
GAZOO Racing was positioned as something 
akin to a factory-backed team, Akio started 
ROOKIE Racing, a privateer team. “Because 
I’m deeply involved in TGR, this is slightly 
worrying,” Wakisaka laughs, “but he might be 
stirring the pot to keep things interesting at 
this giant conglomerate called Toyota. Every-
thing that he’s doing is probably for the sake 
of making ever-better cars.”
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Akio Toyoda actively participates in motorsports as Morizo. He holds the 
distinction of being Toyota’s chief, or “master,” test driver. To place the signifi-
cance of this title in context, let’s have a look at the GR Yaris.

Dedicated to 
making ever-better cars

A Passion 
for Racing

Why did the car fail to make 
the turn?  

Why couldn’t it stop?
Improvements in race cars 
lead to improvements in  

production cars

The GR Yaris marked Toyota’s return to a 4WD sports 
model after a hiatus of nearly 20 years. It debuted at 
the Super Taikyu Series’ Fuji 24 Hours Race. This 
photo shows it in an official practice run ahead of the 
season opener. Behind the wheel is Morizo.

Toyota returned to the FIA World Rally Championship 
(WRC), the pinnacle of rallying, in 2017. Although the 
company won many titles racing the production-model-
based Yaris WRC, it occasionally endured serious crash-
es in the pursuit of glory, as these photos show. Yet this 
experience improved both the car and the racing team. It 
also led to modifications that improved the production 
model significantly.

I n 2007, when Akio competed in the 24 
Hours Nürburgring for the first time, Toyo-

ta did not have a sports car in its lineup. Akio 
and the Toyota teams drove modified used 
Altezzas, while rival European carmakers 
were racing new sports cars that were being 
developed for launch two or three years in 
the future. Akio has often said that the cha-
grin they felt was the catalyst for his deter-
mined effort to return sports cars to Toyota’s 
lineup.

Toyota has, in fact, released several 
sports cars since Akio became president in 
2009. The first was the Lexus LFA of 2010, fit-
ted with a Yamaha V-10 engine and engi-
neered for performance rather than profit. 
Hiromu Naruse, Morizo’s mentor, was deeply 
involved in its development. In 2012 came the 
86, which was jointly developed with Subaru, 
and in 2019 came the Supra, which was jointly 
developed with BMW. Incidentally, Akio has 
been Toyota’s master test driver since Naruse  
passed away in an accident in 2010, and in this 
capacity he test-drove all these cars and gave 
the final word on their build quality and ride.

These models were all collaborations 
with other companies, which was not what 
Akio really wanted. He was after a sports car 
that was completely Toyota-engineered.

One step on the path to the creation of a 
new all-Toyota sports car, no doubt, was 
Akio’s participation as a driver in the Japan-
based Toyota Racing Development (TRD) 
Rally in 2012. In a rally, the racing takes place 
on public roads, and the race cars are based 
on production models. They blast over paved 
roads, as well as snow and dirt, at speeds 
that test the cars’ limits. There is no better 

environment for putting Toyota’s philosophy, 
“Roads build people and cars,” into practice.

Toyota’s triumphant return to 
the World Rally Championship

Akio then began working to bring Toyota back 
to the WRC, the pinnacle of rallying. The car-
maker’s team prepared under the inspirational 
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leadership of Tommi Mäkinen, a four-time 
WRC champion. Toyota’s return to competition 
was achieved in 2017 when it brought the 
Yaris WRC, an extensively tuned production 
Yaris, to the season-opening round, the Rallye 
Monte-Carlo. Despite an 18-year hiatus from 
the WRC, Toyota immediately went out and 
won the second round, the Rally Sweden. The 
Toyota team has achieved remarkable suc-
cess since then, including winning the 2018 
season title.

Anyone who watches the WRC races 
knows the thorough punishment the cars en-
dure. High-speed jumps immediately fol-
lowed by hard braking and cornering are 
routine. Cars frequently crash into trees and 
tumble off cliffs. When the mangled vehicles 
are brought back, mechanics quickly repair 
them. Meanwhile, engineers listen to the 
drivers and analyze why the car was unable 
to negotiate a particular corner or couldn’t 

stop at a certain spot within the time it should 
have. With this information, the cars return to 
the race course better equipped to survive.

Akio sent engineers involved in new-car 
development at the company into this envi-
ronment so that when problems occurred 
they could immediately devise improve-
ments and update the cars on the spot. He 
believed that actual experience in an extreme 
racing environment would surely benefit the 
engineers developing new sports cars.

Engineering a new car 
made for motorsports

In conjunction with Toyota’s participation in 
the WRC, Akio began development of the GR 
Yaris, a completely Toyota-engineered 4WD 
sports model that reflected the technology 
and know-how gained in the WRC. At a devel-
opment meeting, he declared, “We’re going to 

take the opposite approach this time.” Up to 
this point, Toyota had always developed a 
production model first, then modified it for 
competition in the WRC and other motor-
sports events. The new approach would be to 
make a car engineered to win races first, 
then offer a production model to the public. 
Akio felt that this was the fastest way for 
Toyota, which hadn’t made a sports car in-
house for 20 years, to produce a model that 
would satisfy car enthusiasts.

Another noteworthy point is that race-
car drivers, including Hiroaki Ishiura, Kazuya 
Oshima, the father-and-son team of Norihiko 
and Takamoto Katsuta, and the WRC drivers, 
were involved in the project from the initial 
development phase. While racing drivers had 
participated in development previously, the 
cars had been near completion when they of-
fered their feedback. The production models 
therefore reflected little of their input, as it 

was too late to make any major structural 
changes.

This time, racing drivers got behind the 
wheel from the outset and subjected the car 
to the speeds and forces seen in races. Mal-
functions and problems that the engineers 
hadn’t even anticipated began to arise. In 
each case, the cause was identified and cor-
rections were made. The car’s development 
amounted to a continuous cycle: break and 
fix, then break and fix some more.

Akio also drove the car repeatedly as 
master test driver, starting with the first pro-
totype that came out in February 2018. He 
demanded the utmost from the car, pushing 
it hard and wrecking it frequently. In the view 
of Naohiko Saito, the chief engineer, Akio 
made a deliberate choice not to baby the car.

This especially brought out problems 
with the transmission. The transmission was 
minutely affected by hard acceleration and 
the strong lateral forces caused by corner-
ing. To compensate, the professional drivers 
altered the timing of their shifting, because 
forcing a gear change was likely to damage 
the gears. Akio, on the other hand, shifted as 
one normally would at such speeds, because 
the GR Yaris was going to be both a race car 
and a model that would be offered to the public.

Akio also asked for particular attention 
to be paid to the actual response rather than 

just the numerical specifications. If the de-
sired power wasn’t delivered at the proper 
time, something like drifting while negotiat-
ing the edge of a cliff could lead to a wider arc 
and a subsequent tumble.

Raising the response threshold punishes 
the engine, so it was standard practice in devel-
opment at the time to cap sudden increases in 
the engine’s revs and protect the engine by low-
ering the specs slightly. But Akio demanded to 
know: Were these thresholds truly accurate? 
How hard could the engine really be revved be-
fore it failed? Faced with such questions, the 
development team changed its approach. It 
tested the true limits instead of relying on pre-
viously determined safe-performance guide-
lines. It conducted tests in which the engines 
were continuously revved under extreme load 
conditions to the point of failure. These trials 
were unprecedented in Toyota’s history.

The GR Yaris grandly made its world pre-
miere at the Tokyo Auto Salon in January 
2020. It was the first 4WD sports model fully 
engineered by Toyota since the Celica GT-
Four almost 20 years earlier. And yet Akio 
said at the premiere that the car had not been 
approved for sale. He felt that, while the de-
sign was complete, the body was sturdy, and 
the aerodynamics were excellent, it still re-
quired considerable improvement from a 
performance standpoint.

Akio’s exhaustively tested 
4WD sports model finally 
reaches the market

After its world premiere, the GR Yaris was 
regularly taken to the track for repeated cy-
cles of evaluation by racing drivers, including 
Akio, and on-site improvements by engi-
neers. It was as if the development team 
were working at an actual WRC race.

The GR Yaris made its long-awaited  
debut in September 2020. This “hot hatch,” 
developed under the rigors of a racing envi-
ronment, was welcomed with acclaim by car 
enthusiasts and received high praise even 
from hard-to-please European automotive 
journalists. An authoritative overseas car 
magazine awarded it the first perfect score 
ever for a Toyota car in its review.

Thus, the GR Yaris can be seen as the 
pure embodiment of Akio’s commitment to 
making ever-better cars and his passion for  
racing. This is likely just the beginning—keep 
an eye out for the next direction that fully 
Toyota-engineered sports cars will take.

Testing in extreme conditions

The GR Yaris is the culmina-
tion of groundbreaking auto-
motive engineering

The first GR Yaris prototype was brought to frigid, 
snow- and ice-covered Abashiri, in Hokkaido, for test 
driving. The engineers were fairly confident in the 
car’s ability to perform, but its braking and cornering 
fell short of expectations, and it frequently plowed into 
snowbanks when pushed to its limits by Morizo and 
the other professional drivers. Repeated risky tests 
like these brought about huge gains in performance.

During the development of the GR Yaris, the conserva-
tive performance specifications calculated by Toyota 
were completely ignored to test the car’s true limits. 
Akio’s question “How hard can it be revved before it 
breaks?” led to specially modified testing equipment 
and unprecedented trials that would push the engines 
to the point of failure. These tests showed that the 
components could bear loads well beyond the pre-
dicted limits. The lower photo shows parts of a failed 
engine.

The GR Yaris was made so that all drivers could revel in 
the performance demanded by the WRC and its extreme 
conditions. The pictured First Edition model (sold out by 
reservation) has a three-cylinder, 1.6-liter engine that 
delivers a maximum of 272 horsepower, and it’s fitted 
with the exclusively engineered GR-FOUR 4WD system. 
All GR Yaris cars are assembled at the GR Factory, an 
exclusive production line staffed by takumi (master 
craftsperson) team members.

Morizo takes the wheel
in person,

risking his life 
to improve Toyota’s cars “Drive it until it breaks”: 

Assumptions about perfor-
mance have no place in the 

development process
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Drive. Wreck. Fix. 
Drive. Wreck. Fix.
Then drive again.

The GR Yaris made its racing debut at 
the Super Taikyu Series’ Fuji 24 Hours 
Race in September 2020, on the same 
weekend the production model went 
on sale. Morizo, seen here getting into 
the car, was the ROOKIE Racing team’s 
C driver. In a pre-race meeting, he de-
clared, “I’m going to wreck the car to-
day,” asserting his intent to continue 
improving the car in actual races. The 
debut was a glorious success. The 
team and the car took the pole position 
and won the race in their category.

Okay, 
let’s wreck it!
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T he motorsports activities that Akio 
Toyoda and his mentor Hiromu Naruse 

started, and the guerrilla nature of these un-
dertakings, initially met with a cool reception 
within the company, but they eventually cul-
minated in the TOYOTA GAZOO Racing (TGR) 
factory-based team. The popular GR brand 
offers production cars that reflect the knowl-
edge and technologies gained from compet-
ing in international championships like the 
FIA World Endurance Championship (WEC), 
the WRC, and the Dakar Rally. It could be said, 
then, that the goals Akio started out with 
have largely been accomplished.

But Akio is also putting his efforts into 
ROOKIE Racing, a new, separate racing team. 
This was the team that drove the GR Yaris 
when it made its race debut at the Super Tai-
kyu Series’ Fuji 24 Hours Race.

Why is another team necessary when 
TGR already exists? Akio himself has ad-
dressed the matter on several occasions. In 
his view, a separate team that competes with 
the outlook of a privateer is necessary now 
that TGR is Toyota’s main motorsports team.

This is no doubt partly a strategy to bring 
cars like the GR Yaris to other privateer teams. 
If the ROOKIE Racing team can achieve solid 

Driving on to make tougher, 
ever-better cars

ROOKIE Racing is currently competing in the Super Taikyu 
Series using the recently debuted GR Yaris and GR Supra. 
Akio Toyoda drives a GR Yaris, clocking times not much dif-
ferent from those of professional race-car drivers.The yel-
low, white, and blue exteriors of these cars were inspired 
by the camouflage wraps that cover cars under develop-
ment. It’s a symbolic expression of the company’s intent to 
continue refining and improving these cars.

The personnel of Toyota’s R&D department gain skills 
through hands-on experience doing the work of pro-
fessional race-car engineers and mechanics. The 
ability to immediately update production models 
based on solutions to problems that arise during rac-
es is accelerating the making of ever-better cars.

ROOKIE Racing is a diverse crew of professional race-
car drivers, test drivers, rally drivers, and amateur 
race-car drivers.

results with the GR Yaris, other privateer 
teams will consider using the car in races. The 
frank assessments of these teams can be re-
flected in the making of ever-better cars.

In addition, having Akio and his alter ego 
Morizo on the team can benefit motorsports, 
because it attracts media attention and 
boosts the profile of races. And when partici-
pating teams have issues with the manage-
ment of the track or race, Morizo, the leader 
of a privateer team, is likely to be in a better 
position to hear about it than Akio, the presi-
dent of Toyota. Once he knows, he can set to 
work on the solution as the president.

Continuous development 
of people and machines

It may well be that the main reason Akio 
launched ROOKIE Racing was to continue 
creating special production models like the 
GR Yaris within a small team that he could 
oversee first-hand, instead of at the now big-
ger TGR.

This can be seen in the team’s makeup, 
which is a mix of professional race-car driv-
ers and test drivers who are involved in the 
development of Toyota’s new cars. And, of 

course, Morizo races as well. This is a team 
that’s built to prioritize the making of ever-
better cars over winning. The pit crew is 
stacked with the engineers who developed 
the cars. When problems arise, the solutions 
are immediately reflected in refinements to 
the production model. Indeed, the team is im-
proving the car as they drive it. New parts are 
also developed during the races, with the un-
derstanding that they will be made commer-
cially available to current owners so they can 
upgrade their cars. In other words, Akio and 
his team are working to meet owners’ needs 
even after the car is purchased.

As the “Rookie” appellation suggests, the 
team functions as a training institution for 
drivers and engineers. In fact, Daisuke Toyo-
da, Akio’s son, who is in the running to be-
come master test driver, is a member. It 
would make sense for Akio to want to train 
the next master test driver in a tough race 
environment, just as Naruse trained him.

For Akio, participating in ROOKIE Racing 
may represent a return to the purer, simpler 
time when he and Naruse started their rac-
ing efforts. It may also be a way for him to 
transmit his passion for motorsports to the 
next generation.

Entrusted with 
something more important than winning

ROOKIE Racing
Brake pads and an engine-control computer 
that failed during a race
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sixth at the Abu Dhabi Grand Prix. It was as-
sumed that he would be promoted to o�cial 
driver in 2010.

But then Toyota made its sudden an-
nouncement that it was withdrawing from F1.

   
 
 
 
Kobayashi comments on the change: “To be 
honest, during the 2009 season there had 
been rumors that Toyota would withdraw, but 
I believed we would be competing in 2010, 
because such changes are usually an-
nounced a year in advance. Then, after the 
last race of the 2009 season, I was called to 
TMG [Toyota’s motorsports R&D base in Eu-
rope; currently TOYOTA GAZOO Racing Eu-
rope] in Germany and told Toyota was leaving 
F1. I’d honestly gone expecting to be told I’d 
become an o�cial driver, so it came as a 
huge shock. When I asked, ‘Is there a place 
for me?’ I was told, ‘Unfortunately, no.’ I’d 

Kamui Kobayashi and Akio Toyoda have an exceptional bond. They 
connect at a deep level outside their respective positions as race-car 
driver and auto-company president. How did this kizuna, or connec-
tion, come about? 

Race-car driver 

Kamui Kobayashi:

Driving Like the Devil, and 
Forging a Special Bond

Akio made a surprise appearance at a fan 
event that immediately preceded Kobayashi’s 
entry in the 2016 season of the WEC. Their 
bond quickly deepened after this encounter. 
From left: Juichi Wakisaka, Kazuki Nakajima, 
Akio, Kobayashi.

The story of the kizuna 
between Kamui and Akio since 2009

ne person who has seen Akio Toyoda’s 
passion for motorsports up close is 

Kamui Kobayashi, one of Japan’s premier 
race-car drivers. A former F1 driver, he cur-
rently drives for TOYOTA GAZOO Racing. 
Since 2016, he has driven Toyota’s TS050 
Hybrid in the LMP1 class, the top category of 
the FIA World Endurance Championship 
(WEC). He set a course record at 24 Hours of 
Le Mans in 2017, and led the #7 car team 
(Kamui Kobayashi, Mike Conway, and José 
María López) to the Drivers’ Championship 
in the 2019–2020 season.

Akio publicly praised the team following 
the November 2020 Bahrain race when the 
championship title was decided. Interestingly, 
the news release included a postscript direct-
ed at Kobayashi. In addition to teasing him for 
having been unable to uncork a champagne 
bottle on the podium, Akio said, “Starting 
next season, we’ll have a new car for you to 
drive. I’m going to make a car that will never 
let you forget how to uncork the champagne.” 
This was a witty way of assuring Kobayashi 
that his seat was guaranteed for the next  
season.

Kobayashi says, “It’s really nice to get a 
comment like that. You have to keep in mind 
that it’s rare for the president of a big car-
maker to send a congratulatory message to a 
team after it wins a race. And then he even 
added a postscript specifically for me. But 
that’s typical of him. Whether it’s Super For-
mula or Super GT, he’s always checking the 
results and following right up with comments 
to the winning teams. It’s a tremendous honor 
for us drivers. And I think it shows his real 
passion for motorsports.”

In 2009, after being appointed president 
of the company, Akio had made the decision 
to withdraw Toyota from F1 competition at 
the end of that year.

As is well known, Kobayashi made his F1 
debut with Toyota. He started the 2009 sea-
son as a reserve driver, but was unexpectedly 
handed a seat mid-season when one of the 
main drivers was injured. Although he com-
peted in only two races, he did well in both, 
finishing ninth at the Brazilian Grand Prix and 

been based in Europe and competing with 
Toyota as sponsor since I was 17, so I was 
really at a loss for what to do next. I drove 
around Europe for a week, just trying to gath-
er my thoughts.”

Kobayashi, 23 at the time, had no option 
but to go out on his own if he wanted to remain 
an F1 driver. Support from Japan wasn’t forth-
coming; the economic downturn brought on 
by the global financial crisis was forcing Japa-
nese companies to leave F1 en masse. While 
he was fortunate enough to have one team 
that immediately showed interest, he had to 
negotiate the contract on his own, which he 
says was extremely di�cult.

“When I look back, I feel that I learned 
how to survive during those years. I started 
always thinking about what I should be doing, 
including making connections and improving 
my negotiating skills.” 

When Kobayashi drove Akio’s Century at the 
TOYOTA GAZOO Racing Festival in 2018, the 
43,000 fans in attendance responded enthu-
siastically. Kobayashi demonstrated his re-
spect in a sincere yet lighthearted way by 
donning a taxi driver’s cap.

O

A quick shift to independence after 
Toyota’s F1 withdrawal

081080



TS050 Hybrid, which my team drove, contrib-
uted a great deal to Toyota’s development of 
hybrid technologies. In the next WEC season, 
TOYOTA GAZOO Racing is competing in the hy-
percar class. There, too, the underlying intent 
is ultimately to o²er a similar car to the public. 
I haven’t asked him directly, but I don’t think the 
president is particularly interested in today’s 
F1. I think he’s trying to achieve something 
slightly di²erent through motorsports.”

At the time of this interview, Kobayashi 
was awaiting delivery of the GR Yaris, which 
Akio himself had developed and refined 
through actual races. Kobayashi finds mak-
ing cars such as this through racing far more 
compelling than competing in F1.

“The amount of power the GR Yaris has 
for its weight, as well as the body rigidity, is 
incredible. O²ering a car like this in an era 
when everyone else is looking toward elec-
tric cars demonstrates his amazing vision. 
Furthermore, this is the Yaris. I’m sure much 
more impressive cars are coming. 

“I feel like motorsports are fundamen-
tally about creating cars that thrill drivers, 
the way this one does. I think that the presi-
dent and I see eye to eye on that. Maybe I’ll 
ask him on Line,” Kobayashi laughs in his 
lighthearted way. 

Kobayashi’s F1 career after Toyota was a 
memorable one. He raced full-time for Sau-
ber from 2010 to 2012, and for Caterham in 
2014. In 2012, he placed third at the Japa-
nese Grand Prix, to the delight of Japanese 
motorsports fans.

Upon his return to Japan in 2015, he 
once again began competing in Super For-
mula races as a Toyota driver. The following 
year, he began racing in the WEC as well.

A surprise awaited Kobayashi when he 
attended a fan event in Tokyo after Toyota’s 

decision to add him to its lineup 
of WEC drivers: Akio himself 
showed up. In fact, this was the 
first time the two met.

“The very first thing the 
president said to me was ‘I’m 
sorry we withdrew from F1 
back then.’ That took me by 
surprise. Toyota’s withdrawal 
from F1 was inevitable. It had 
to be done to save the compa-
ny from crisis. It’s only natural 
to sacrifice what needs sacri-
ficing to save the much greater 
whole. Even so, he had contin-
ued to feel regret toward a 
single driver for six years. This 
may sound presumptuous of 
me, but I knew then that I could 
trust him as a person.”

A further surprise awaited 
Kobayashi after the event: he 
received a friend request from 
Akio on Facebook.

“Even as I was thinking, 
‘Oh, wow, he is so not a friend 
and so completely my boss, I 
accepted the friend request 

right away,” he laughs.
From that point on, Kobayashi and Akio 

developed a friendly relationship, regularly 
sharing thoughts on a variety of topics via the 
Line messaging app. They tend to chat a lot 
when a race is coming up. Kobayashi tries to 
share as much information as possible about 
the state of the car and the team with Akio, 
who cannot attend every race.

“I initially wondered whether I should be 
chatting with him because he’s such a busy 
man, but he says that he wants me to pass on 
anything I notice, no matter how insignificant 
it may be. I sometimes share problems or 
ideas for modifications that I’ve come across. 
Whenever he gets this kind of information, he 
runs a quick analysis and then immediately 

springs into action in cooperation with oth-
ers. The speed of this response is a huge ad-
vantage that other teams don’t have. When I 
think about it, it’s inconceivable for a driver to 
be exchanging ideas directly with the car-
maker’s top management. But that’s his 
style. He’s probably connected to several 
other members of our team as well. Some of 
the information we’re giving him is probably 
superfluous, but he says he doesn’t care. He 
really wants to know everything.”

Kobayashi says it’s become customary for 
the drivers to have dinner with Akio before 
the WEC’s 6 Hours of Fuji race. When asked if 
he gets nervous dining with Toyota’s presi-
dent, he answers, “President Toyoda is very 
a²able during these meals. He even puts up 
with our silly stories. Of course, since he’s a 
driver himself, it’s fun to be able to talk in 
depth with him about driving as well.” 

Akio shows particular interest in how 
Kobayashi and the other drivers operate 
their cars, approach the course, and so forth.

“He actually competes in races as Morizo, 
so he probably wants insight into how pro-
fessional drivers race on the edge. He’s 
openly hungry for knowledge about our driv-
ing techniques. I’m honestly in awe of his de-
sire to improve.”

On one memorable occasion, Akio invited 
Kobayashi to have breakfast the morning af-
ter a race. When Kobayashi arrived at the 
hotel’s lobby at 8 AM as scheduled, Akio in-
vited him to get into his car and took him o²-
roading.

“Admittedly, I did think, ‘No way! A prac-
tice before breakfast?’” Kobayashi laughs. 
“But this is probably normal for him. He’s ac-
tually been in cars far longer than we drivers 
have. Also, I basically race on surfaced 
tracks, but he drives di²erent cars in a wide 
range of conditions, even on dirt and snow, 
for training purposes as well as for develop-
ment. I think he believes that’s what it takes 
to understand cars better, and to maintain his 
position as master test driver.”

Akio’s driving expertise is well known, 
but what does Kobayashi, a world-class driv-
er, honestly think of the president’s driving 
skills?

“I once rode along as a passenger when 
he took a car around Nürburgring. I’ll say 
this: He’s amazingly good. It’s actually quite 
scary for a race-car driver to go around a 

track as a passenger, because you don’t 
know when the driver is going to brake. But I 
had no apprehension about his driving tech-
nique. After five corners or so, I thought, ‘He’s 
driven this a lot,’ and I was able to sit back and 
enjoy the course. You know, race-car drivers 
give 100 percent—it’s our job. The president 
probably has to keep it to 80 percent. He has 
to work on his driving skills while also staying 
within a safe zone, no matter what. If a car-
company president or executive attacked a 
course at 100 percent, the people around 
them would be obliged to put a stop to it. I’m 
sure he understands this.”

Kobayashi once poured his soul into F1 rac-
ing, but he says his interest in that venue has 
waned in the past several years since his re-
turn to Toyota.

“F1 is the pinnacle of motorsports, of 
course. I think it’s a worthy goal for race-car 
drivers to aspire to. But while motorsports 
fans are passionate about F1 racing, I’ve 
started to realize that it doesn’t have much of 
an influence on regular car enthusiasts or 
people planning to buy a car. That’s because 
the technologies that are developed in F1 
generally aren’t reflected in production cars. 
I personally think that the WEC contributes 
more in that sense. For example, the Toyota 

This re-creation of a Line exchange between Ko-
bayashi and Akio (Morizo) before the 24 Hours of 
Le Mans captures the two’s closeness, as well as 
Akio’s genuine a²ection for everyone involved in 
the race.

Race-car driver

Kamui Kobayashi

Profile

Born September 13, 1986, in Hyogo, 
Japan, Kobayashi attended Formula 
Toyota Racing School in 2000, 
making his debut in Formula Toyota 
in 2002. From 2004, he participated 
in the European Formula series with 
the support of Toyota’s Young Drivers 
Program. He became an F1 test 
driver in 2009 and a full-time F1 
driver in 2010; in 2012 he was the 
third Japanese to make a third-place 
finish at the Japanese Grand Prix.  
He started driving in Super Formula 
races in Japan in 2015 and became a 
regular driver in WEC in 2016.

Above are scenes from the 8 Hours of Bahrain, the finale of the 2019–2020 WEC season. TOYOTA GAZOO Racing’s #7 car team won on the Toyota TS050 Hybrid, giving Ko-
bayashi and his fellow drivers the Drivers’ Championship for the first time. The TS050 Hybrid was retired after this race. Next season, Kobayashi will be driving a hypercar 
that complies with new regulations.

Race-car driver 
Kamui Kobayashi:
Driving Like the Devil, and 
Forging a Special Bond

A seasoned driver at the top 

Races that lead to better cars

I’m just going out to finish what 
I started, so I plan to compete 
fiercely without overthinking 
things tomorrow. Everything 
that needed doing is done. The 
mechanics and engineers have 
already been pushed pretty 
hard because of the tight 
schedule, so we’ll do our best 
without stressing out.
We’re as wiped out as if we’d 
already been going for 24 
hours, but we’ll have fun.

Congratulations on winning 
the pole position.

I’m just going to embrace the 
pressure and go the entire 24 
hours believing in the car, me-
chanics, and engineers.
Thank you in advance for your 24 
hours of support tomorrow.

I can understand how you 
would feel pressure.
But this is the last time this 
car will race in Le Mans, so 
enjoy the drive. Go as many 
laps as you can. Stay on the 
track for as long as you can. 
The engineers and mechan-
ics, as well as you and your 
fellow drivers, have loved this 
car, taken care of it, and raised 
it. Everyone who’s taken part 
should savor the final run for 
as long as possible.

The story of the   kizuna between 
Kamui and Akio since 2009

083082
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Which of the many cars in Toyota’s lineup Akio chooses to 
drive in everyday life is something people are sure to be 
curious about. A look at his favorite rides shows that he 

prefers vehicles that are responsive and fun to drive.

Morizo’s & Akio’s

FAVORITE
WHEELS

GR Yaris
Favorite Wheels #1               

[ Dirt ]

Notes

Morizo chooses this car when he wants to get 
rough-and-tumble on gravel. He’ll sometimes 
do doughnuts with a guest riding shotgun. 
This is a ride that lets him demonstrate his 
special brand of hospitality.

Model

YAMAHA Vino
Notes

Believe it or not, the chairman of the Japan Automo-
bile Manufacturers Association often travels on two 
wheels. He picked out this used scooter at a motor-
cycle dealership when he was told he could ride it 
right off the lot. If you spot a beige Vino with a ROOK-
IE Racing sticker on its side, guess whose it might be!

Model

A ride that offers 
thrills for Morizo
and passengers!

Forged at 
Nürburgring

Keep an eye 
out for it on
city streets

86GRMN
 Notes

Within the GR brand, the GRMN designa-
tion is only given to high-performance 
models that have undergone the rigors of 
Nürburgring. Morizo’s seat is a special 
ROOKIE Racing model. What does the MN 
stand for? Use a bit of imagination, and 
you might figure it out.

Model

Favorite Wheels #2               

Favorite Wheels #3               

084 085

The cars that he wants to drive arealways fun!
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GR Supra
Notes

Morizo drove a Supra when he was training to be-
come Toyota’s chief test driver. Sadly, production of 
that era’s model was discontinued, but this new GR 
Supra gave Morizo a chance to reconnect with an old 
friend that he hadn’t seen in years.

Model

Inspired by 
a legendary 

model

An old friend 
and training 

partner

Golf Cart
Model

[ TOYODA MODEL AA ]

Notes

The 1936 Toyoda Model AA was 
Toyota’s first production pas-
senger car. The old-timers at 
ROOKIE Racing brought in a golf 
cart that had been discarded 
and brilliantly transformed it 
into an AA. This is one of Morizo’s 
favorites; there’s a Century golf 
cart as well.

Notes

iQ GRMN

This car was one of the first GRMN models 
that Hiromu Naruse, Morizo’s driving in-
structor, helped develop. Small and pow-
erful, it’s an incredibly fun city ride. It’s 
great for zipping around Tokyo.

Model

Small in size, 
huge in fun!

Toyoda Model AA
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Favorite Wheels #5               

Favorite Wheels #4      

Favorite Wheels #6               

Morizo’s & Akio’s

FAVORITE
WHEELS

Illustration: teppodejine 087086

The cars that he wants to drive arealways fun!



A new era is coming

On December 7, 2020, Toyota marked the 
final closure of the Toyota Motor East Ja-
pan Higashi-Fuji Plant and its production 
lines. Over 53 years, the plant produced 
approximately 7.5 million cars destined 
for markets all over the world. Now a new 
era begins as the site is transformed into 
Woven City, a city designed with people’s 
happiness in mind.

089088 089088



Toyota envisions a city where all goods and services that sustain peo-
ple’s lives are connected. In Woven City, the technologies that are to 
bring this vision to life will be studied while people actually live there. 
The city’s name comes from the image of a landscape in which the 
roads have been woven together. The 175-acre (approx. 708,000 
square meters) community is slated to house some 360 people initially.

In January 2020, Akio Toyoda, the president of Toyota Motor Corporation, stood atop a stage in Las 
Vegas at CES, the world’s most influential technology event, and announced a vision under develop-
ment at Toyota: Woven City. Toyota was setting out to make a prototype city where new technologies 
answering society’s needs could be tested. The technologies include not only vehicles related to the 
fast-growing domain of CASE (Connected, Autonomous/Automated, Shared, Electric), but also ro-
botics, “smart home” connected technologies, and AI. Furthermore, this vision will be created with 
a diverse cast of partners. Woven City is intended to be a city where all products and services that 
underpin people’s lives are connected—a city built for their happiness.

TOYOTA
WOVEN CITY

What Does Woven City
Mean for the Future?

Over 3,000 partner  

applications!

Connecting all of life’s essentials

091090 091090



Developing mobility systems that employ automated driving and other new 
technologies requires roads that allow for their safe operation. Woven City 
will have three types of roads above ground. The first will be for fast-moving 
vehicles. The second will be promenades open to both pedestrians and slow 
personal-mobility vehicles. And the rest will be walkways and park paths for 
pedestrians. These three di�erent roadways will be interwoven and used to 
carry out a variety of real-world tests throughout the entire city.

The initial inhabitants of Woven City are envisioned to be mostly senior citizens and families with young chil-
dren so as to highlight the social issues that these groups face. Inventors will live alongside them to devise 
timely solutions to the di�erent challenges that emerge. Woven City will be an ever-evolving city because it will 
remain a living real-world laboratory.

Putting people and their needs first and keeping the life of each individual in mind are the top priorities in Wo-
ven City. The city is intended to improve the lives of its residents through real-world testing of technology, in-
cluding automated driving, AI, robotics, and more. The idea is to design every aspect of the city to generate 
happiness by meeting the needs of the community.

A Living Laboratory

An Ever-Evolving City

Human-CenteredFree Movement 
for Everyone

Woven City is centered on Mobility as a Service 
(MaaS), in which automated driving and connectivity, 
as well as IT and other technologies, are used to 
seamlessly integrate methods of transport. Bringing 
MaaS to life shows promising benefits to senior citi-
zens, families with young children, and people with 
special needs, and will open the door to a future 
where all people can move about with ease. Woven 
City welcomes like-minded partners in working to-
ward this goal. Three concepts are integral to its 
achievement in this city built for happiness.

TOYOTA
WOVEN CITY Unwavering Concepts

Three road types for di�erent travel methods
Allowing automated-driving 
mobility systems, which are 
still in their experimental 
stages, on regular roads 
where cars, bicycles, pedes-
trians, and other methods of 
travel converge is not easy. 
Woven City will feature three 
types of roads above ground 
and one for distribution un-
derground to allow for safe 
testing of the various modes 
of travel.

Concept

Concept

Concept

093092 093092
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Advancement of mobility technology is only one objective of testing in the environment of Woven City, where products and 
services are connected. The UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) outline social issues that the world must address. 
In Woven City, solutions to these problems, as well as issues in many other areas, will also be in focus. What challenges 
might be addressed? Let’s have a look.

TOYOTA
WOVEN CITY 
Seeking Solutions to Social Issues 

In Japan, people in outlying towns and villages have been 
relocating to more urban areas. One problem common to 

communities facing population decline is the lack of a cen-
tral space where people can gather. In Woven City, parks and 

plazas will be established in the city center, as well as in 
each district, to create areas where citizens in the commu-

nity can connect and interact with one another.

Connecting people to people

Bringing the 
City to Life

Check!

Safe driving skills vary by person: there is a big di²er-
ence between when a race-car driver gets behind the 

steering wheel and when an inexperienced driver does. 
What if there were a mobility system that was equipped 

with safe automated-driving technologies? Such a 
system would make it possible for everyone, from 

professional drivers to senior citizens, to travel safely. 
Toyota aspires to help create a zero-accident world. In 
Woven City, Toyota will be using the three aboveground 
roads as the basis for developing a safe and comfort-

able automated-driving mobility system.

Utilizing automated- 
driving technologies

Working toward 
a Zero-Accident

World

Check!

Tra�c congestion around parking lots is 
expected in the mornings and evenings, 
when commuter tra�c is heaviest. Engi-
neers are focusing on solutions that har-

ness data about tra�c volume and parking 
lots in order to suggest the best times for 

citizens and visitors to travel. Slightly stag-
gering the times when people travel will 

help alleviate congestion.

Alleviating tra�c jams

Reducing 
Congestion

Check!

Woven City’s e-Palette automated-driving mobil-
ity system will enhance the community’s barrier-

free nature. The vehicles will have low ground 
clearances and wide doors to enable easy, safe 
entry and exit, particularly for people in wheel-
chairs or those with baby carriages. The system 

aims to provide freedom of movement for all!

Making mobility easier

More Freedom, 
Fewer Barriers

Check!

Illustration: Summer House 095094



DETERMINED

Check! Check! Check!

Automatic
transportation of goods

The e-Palette
Lifestyle Autonomously driven mobility vehicles crisscross the 

city, and information connects all goods and services 
that are integral to everyday life. How will life change in 

Woven City, where this futuristic vision becomes possible 
in the present? Here’s a sneak preview.

A Glimpse of Life in 
Woven City

Serves as a food 
truck,too!

Building stronger communities

A convenient means of 
everyday transport

e-Palette 
A flexible adaptive mobility platform

The e-Palette system: 
Mobility and services

While following routes around Woven City, 
e-Palette vehicles will transport not only 
people, but goods as well. For example, 
they can serve as moving delivery lockers. 
That kind of versatility may well revolution-
ize everyday life.

The boxlike e-Palette vehicles are designed to adapt 
to meet many needs. At community gatherings, for 
example, they can serve as mobile shops and o²er 
other services to encourage lively interaction be-
tween people.

Being low to the ground with a long wheel-
base, each e-Palette features a large cabin. 
This makes them well suited to serve as 
food trucks or even mobile restaurants. 
Just imagine—a future where restaurants 
come to your neighborhood on demand 
might be just around the corner!

The platform that e-Palette will o²er can 
automatically allocate additional vehicles 
in real time by revising the operating 
schedule if the number of people waiting at 
a stop increases. This helps maintain con-
sistent pickup intervals, keeping routes 
running on time.

The e-Palette platform uses autonomously driven elec-
tric vehicles to o²er the ultimate “just-in-time” mobility 
service. Software links the vehicles for dispatch when 
needed, where needed, and in the number needed. The 
platform and the e-Palette vehicles are slated to be 
used for transportation within the athletes’ village of 
the Tokyo 2020 Olympic and Paralympic Games. Mul-
tiple uses are envisioned for the vehicles.

The e-Palette system, a zero-emission automated- 
transportation platform without a driver or a steering 
wheel, is viewed as essential for realizing Toyota’s 
ideal of Mobility for All. The e-Palette vehicles will be 
seen operating in the real-world environment of 
Woven City, where people will actually live. Their pur-
pose? Provide safer, more reliable, more comfortable 
services while helping Toyota gain expertise in many 
areas. While contributing to the creation of the ulti-
mate just-in-time mobility service, they will operate 
in numerous ways and places throughout the city, 
serving as transportation for people, delivering 
goods, and even becoming mobile retailers.

Delivering joy
TOYOTA

WOVEN CITY

Check!

Demonstration 
experiments  
are already
underway!

097096 097096



TOYOTA

WOVEN CITY

Check!

Carbon-Neutral 
Living

A New,  
Human-Centered  

Way of Life 

Toyota believes in reducing carbon emissions because  
climate change a²ects people in all parts of the global com-
munity. In Woven City, the challenge of achieving a carbon-
neutral lifestyle will be approached on several fronts. The 
city’s buildings will be largely constructed from carbon- 
neutral wood with solar panels installed on the rooftops. In 
addition, a combination of traditional Japanese carpentry 
techniques and new robotic production methods will be used 
to assemble the buildings. Key infrastructure components, 
including facilities to filter 
rainwater and generate 
electricity using hydrogen 
fuel cells, will be built under 
the ground.

Daily life is full of tasks that are necessary, but some-
times inconvenient or burdensome, like shopping for 
groceries and taking out the trash. In Woven City, 
sensor-based AI will be employed to automatically 
restock refrigerators, dispose of waste, monitor 
health, and more, maximizing the benefits of con-
nected technologies. In addition, household robots 
that assist with domestic tasks, as well as other new 
technologies, will be tested to determine how such 
innovations can best enhance everyday living. Be-
sides all this, of course, a big draw for those wanting 
to live in Woven City will be the fantastic views of 
Mount Fuji!

The Promise of Hydrogen Fuel Cells

Hydrogen fuel cells are seen as the ultimate in eco-
friendly electricity generation systems. No carbon emis-
sions are produced when stored hydrogen reacts with 
oxygen in the atmosphere to create electricity. As hydro-
gen is an abundant element found in water and many 
other substances, a near-inexhaustible supply is avail-
able. While current hydrogen production does emit 
some carbon, these emissions should be significantly 
reduced as more e�cient methods of production 
through renewable energy sources, like solar and wind, 
become possible. Hydrogen stands apart from other 
electricity generation systems because it is easy to store 
and transport over long distances. One proof of concept, 
the Lunar Cruiser—a lunar exploration vehicle being de-
veloped jointly by the Japan Aerospace Exploration 
Agency (JAXA) and Toyota—will be fitted with a hydrogen 
fuel cell. The moon has deposits of hydrogen-containing 
water and ice; these caches are expected to help power 
future space exploration and habitation.

Rooftop solar panels

Facilities to filter water 
and generate electricity 

using hydrogen fuel 
cells will be installed 

underground

Column

Delivering Necessities 
Automatically

In Woven City, an underground road system for 
delivering goods will be built separately from 
the aboveground roadways. Plans include a 
delivery network that uses automated mobility 
vehicles to travel the underground routes, 
bringing supplies to residents of Woven City.

Column

A Glimpse of Life
in Woven City

Buildings are 
constructed mainly of 
carbon-neutral wood

Magnificent views 
of Mount Fuji

Sensor-based AI 
enhances 

everyday living

099098 099098



As a member of the founding family, Akio Toyoda 
represents the third generation to lead Toyota Motor 
Corporation. When he became president, he found 
the company struggling with crises brought on by a 
culture that prioritized the growth of unit sales and 
profits. Akio decided to change course by empha-
sizing improvement under the mantra of “making 
ever-better cars.” He shifted Toyota’s focus and es-
tablished a new goal of building cars that make 
people smile. 

Now, having recognized that the automotive in-
dustry is approaching a once-in-a-century period of 
profound transformation, Akio is seeking to create a 
legacy of producing happiness for future genera-
tions. This has taken the form of Woven City, a proto-
type city of the future where people, buildings, and 
vehicles are connected through data and sensors. 
This entire city is to be constructed in such a way that 
products that contribute to the happiness of a com-
munity can be researched and tested in real time in 
a participatory living laboratory. 

In addition to featuring new and upcoming CASE 
technologies, the city will promote technologies re-
lated to renewable energy and sustainable food 
sources. First and foremost, however, Woven City 
will be a human-centered city. While artificial intelli-
gence will be used to actively gather data, people’s 
private lives are not intended to be subject to con-

Hopes for Woven City
Akio Toyoda’s 

WOVEN CITYTOYOTA

Toward a Happy Future

stant surveillance. Woven City is to be a place where 
ongoing change can be implemented, an ever-evolv-
ing entity devoted to continuous improvement. Be-
cause this ambitious project is too big to undertake 
alone, Toyota is inviting partners from every imagin-
able domain—not just the automotive industry—to 
share in the Woven City vision.

Some 80 years ago, the world thought that the 
Japanese could not manufacture cars. Toyota found-
er Kiichiro Toyoda and his colleagues vowed to build 
an automotive industry in Japan for the sake of the 
future, and dedicated their lives to this challenge. 
Thanks to their e�orts, the industry flourished. But if 
Kiichiro were alive today to see the environmental 
impact of cars, the disparities in transport access, 
and an accident rate that stubbornly refuses to drop 
to zero, he would doubtless think that his dream was 
only half-fulfilled. When Akio reached the age of 58, 
he stood before Kiichiro’s grave and made a vow: 
“You passed away at 57. I dedicate my life to achiev-
ing the goals that you weren’t able to complete.” Akio 
sees Woven City as a way to create a mobility-based 
society where everyone can live happily. In continu-
ing the dream that Toyota’s founder devoted his life 
to realizing, Akio is determined to bring joy to people 
throughout the world and ensure that a vibrant, 
healthy Earth is passed down. Thus, a new and inter-
connected endeavor begins.

101100100 101



In hopes that 
calm and normalcy will 

soon return to all

Calligraphy: “Serenity” by Akio Toyoda102 103



Action in ’20
 Akio Toyoda, looking back . . . and ahead




