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Why This Visit Matters 

Toyota has been studied for decades, yet most organizations still misunderstand what they are 

copying. They replicate tools — Kanban boards, visual controls, stand-ups — but miss the 

underlying logic that governs how decisions move through the system. This visit made that gap 

visible. What looks like efficiency on the surface is, in fact, a deeply disciplined approach to 

decision-making, problem exposure, and flow. 

Seeing the system matters more than reading about it because systems don't live in frameworks 

— they live in space, movement, timing, and restraint. You can understand Toyota intellectually 

and still miss the point entirely. The logic only becomes visible when you watch how people move 

without rushing, how problems surface without drama, how decisions are made without 

escalation. 

Toyota Motor Manufacturing Canada (TMMC) operates its Cambridge facility alongside a sister 

plant in Woodstock, Ontario, producing the Toyota RAV4 and Lexus RX. The visit was structured 

deliberately: a short seminar on Toyota's production system followed by a guided tram tour 

through the entire facility—concept first, then observation. 

As we moved through the plant, the scale and precision became immediately apparent. 

Automatically guided robotic vehicles delivered parts directly to team members. Lead times for 

specific components were measured in hours, not days. We saw a towering robot — over 20 feet 

tall — nicknamed "Godzilla," and one of the largest hydraulic presses in the world, shaping metal 

components. All of this operated inside a highly immersive, three-dimensional work environment 

designed for flow. 

 

 
1 How to cite this work: Aliieva, A. (2026). How Decisions Move Through a Toyota Plant, case study,  PM World 

Journal, Vol. XV, Issue II, February. 
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When asked about the company's high retention rate, a staff member pointed to Toyota's inclusive 

environment and the expectation that team members actively contribute to continuous 

improvement. People are not just executing processes; they are part of improving them. 

Contributions are visible, taken seriously, and acted upon — which explains why engagement 

here feels structural rather than motivational. 

Lean Manufacturing, Just-in-Time, Waste reduction, and Continuous Improvement were visible 

during the tour emphasizing how work was organized, how inventory was managed, and how 

problems were addressed. 

"The customer is the center of everything we do." 
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History of Toyota 

Toyota Motor Corporation was founded in 1937 by Kiichiro Toyoda. That fact matters less for 

the date itself than for what followed: the gradual construction of a manufacturing philosophy that 

would later scale globally without losing coherence. 

Toyota Motor Manufacturing Canada began operations in the mid-1980s, producing its first 

vehicle in 1988. In its early days, output was modest — measured in hundreds, not volume records. 

What matters is not the growth curve, but the consistency of the operating logic as production 

expanded. 

Today, the Cambridge and Woodstock facilities are among Toyota's key global manufacturing 

sites. Their significance is not defined by raw production numbers, but by reliability, quality, and 

the ability to sustain high standards at scale. The system that started small was not replaced as 

volume increased—it was reinforced. 

 
  
That continuity is the point. Toyota did not grow by outgrowing its principles. It grew by designing 

a system capable of developing without distortion. 
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Just-in-Time (JIT) 

Just-in-Time is an operating approach where production is synchronized with actual demand. 

Work enters the system in controlled amounts so that time, materials, and attention are applied 

only where value is being created. 

This logic was visible throughout the Cambridge plant — in how parts arrived when needed, how 

inventory remained deliberately constrained, and how issues surfaced without escalation. 

As supply chains grew more complex, forecasts became less reliable. Excess inventory began 

masking quality issues, process breaks, and planning errors. On the floor, JIT restructures the flow 

so these constraints surface early. Production is triggered by real need, visible across the assembly 

flow. Inventory levels create natural feedback points, allowing deviations to appear while they are 

still manageable. 

Over time, the system develops a clearer view of its own state. Decisions are grounded in current 

conditions rather than averaged expectations. Adjustment happens continuously, embedded in the 

flow of work rather than triggered by exceptions. 
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The Toyota Production System 

 

Toyota uses Kanban to achieve just-in-time which best represents "any small sign displayed in 

front of a worker". 

 

During the tour, Kanban was visible as a simple coordination mechanism used directly at the 

point of work. It provided clear information about what to produce, in what quantity, and when. 

In the production flow, downstream processes pulled parts from upstream processes only when 

needed and in the required quantity. This pull triggered production upstream. The sequence was 

consistent: withdrawal first, production second. The flow was regulated through this exchange 

rather than through centralized scheduling. 

 

Kanban made the boundaries of responsibility explicit. Operators knew when to start and stop 

work based on the signals present in the system. Decisions related to timing and quantity were 

guided by the information attached to the work itself. 

Management involvement was structured differently. Expectations were defined in advance and 

embedded in the process. Supervision focused on maintaining and improving the system rather 

than directing individual actions. 

 

Kanban circulated continuously between processes, connecting production steps within the plant 

and across affiliated operations. Coordination happened through the movement of information 

rather than through intervention. 
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Waste 

At Toyota, Waste is treated as a key metric. 

 
 

During the tour, Waste was not pointed out explicitly, yet it was continuously addressed through 

how work was arranged. 

What became clear is that Waste is anything that interrupts flow or hides information. Excess 

inventory delays feedback. Waiting separates people from purpose. Movement without 

transformation adds time but no value. Defects require attention to be spent correcting the past 

instead of improving the present. 

One form of Waste stood out more subtly than the others: unused human capability. The system 

assumes that operators will notice problems, raise them, and participate in improvement. Their 

role is not limited to execution. When ideas are ignored, learning slows, and the system loses 

sensitivity. 

Waste here is not eliminated through pressure or targets. It is reduced by tightening feedback loops 

and making conditions visible. When work is structured so that issues surface early, Waste 

becomes easier to address and harder to ignore. 

The absence of visible Waste on the floor was not the result of inspection. It was the result of 

design. 
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Movement is Waste, Not Flow 

In most organizations, movement is mistaken for flow. Work moves faster, meetings multiply, 

dashboards update — yet decisions stall. Toyota's system exposes this distinction relentlessly: 

movement without decision progress is Waste, no matter how busy the floor appears. 

During the tour, movement was deliberately minimized. Parts did not travel far. People did not 

walk unnecessarily. Materials arrived where they were needed and stayed there only as long as 

required. When something moved, it was because work was about to happen, not because space 

had to be crossed. 

Nothing in motion was treated as value by default. While a product is being transported, nothing 

about it changes. No transformation occurs. Time passes, energy is spent, and information remains 

unchanged. Movement adds distance, not value. 

Flow, in contrast, was built through continuity of work. Activities were arranged so that value 

accumulated step by step, without interruption. When work paused, it did so for a reason — 

inspection, adjustment, or correction — not because something was waiting to be moved. 

This distinction matters. Systems that confuse movement with flow often appear busy while 

delivering little. Toyota's environment felt quiet precisely because work advanced through 

transformation rather than transit. 

Value materialized across the whole span of the process — from the moment demand entered the 

system to the moment a finished vehicle left it. Movement was treated as a cost to be reduced, not 

a signal of productivity. 

What looked like stillness on the floor was, in fact, work progressing without friction. 
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Continuous Improvement 

 
 

Toyota's culture is focused on a Continuous Improvement philosophy. The general concept is that 

there is no best, there can always be better, there is always room for improvement. 

During the tour, improvement appeared as part of day-to-day operations, unlike many other 

organizations, where it is a separate activity layered on top of production. 

People were expected to understand their processes well enough to notice deviations and respond 

to them. Problem-solving was treated as a core skill. The system assumed that better ways of 

working would emerge through repeated observation, adjustment, and learning at the point of use. 

Employees were not only permitted to question how work was done — they were expected to. 

Three ideas quietly structured this approach. Long-term challenge provided direction without 

urgency. Incremental improvement ensured progress without disruption. Direct observation 

anchors decisions in facts rather than assumptions. These were presented as values on a wall but 

they were also visible in how decisions were made and how changes took hold. 
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What Breaks When Organizations Try to Copy This 

 

What struck me most is how easily Toyota's practices can be misread. It's tempting to copy the 

visible parts — the boards, the cadence, the metrics — and expect results to follow. But what 

actually makes the system work is less visible: the way decisions are constrained so that problems 

surface early, before they become expensive. Without that, a system can look lean and still 

struggle to move. 

 

Just-in-Time (JIT) 

 

Apply JIT by controlling when work enters the system. 

 

• Limit how many initiatives, projects, or decisions can be active at the same time. 

• Tie work start to real demand, not forecasts or annual plans. 
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• Treat unfinished work as a risk, not progress. 

 

In practice, this means fewer parallel priorities, clearer entry points for work, and explicit rules 

for when something is allowed to start. When work enters only when needed, problems surface 

earlier and are easier to correct. 

 

Kanban 

 

Apply Kanban by making work and decisions visible at the point of use. 

 

• Show what is being worked on, what is waiting, and what is blocked. 

• Define explicit limits on how much work can sit in each stage. 

• Let downstream demand pull work forward rather than pushing tasks onto teams. 

 

Kanban is effective when it replaces coordination meetings with shared visibility. Decisions 

move with the work. Responsibility becomes local and clear. 

 

The Seven (or Eight in Toyota) Wastes 

 

Apply Waste thinking by watching where time and attention disappear. 

 

• Overproduction → starting work too early 

• Waiting → approvals, dependencies, idle time 

• Transport → handoffs between teams or tools 

• Overprocessing → unnecessary reports, reviews, or precision 

• Inventory → work-in-progress that isn't moving 

• Motion → context switching, searching for information 

• Defects → rework, misalignment, corrections 

 

You don't need to label Waste. You need to notice where feedback slows and information gets 

hidden. Waste accumulates where systems stop seeing themselves clearly. 

 

Continuous Improvement 

 

Apply Continuous Improvement by deciding who is allowed to change the system. 

 

• Expect people closest to the work to notice problems and propose adjustments. 

• Build regular moments to reflect on how work is done, not just what was delivered. 

• Treat small corrections as usual, not as exceptions. 
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