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Corporate Wrongdoing and Reputational 

Risk: A Genealogical Analysis  
of Toyota’s Recall Crisis in 2010

Nobuyuki Chikudate

12.1	� Introduction

Ideally, managers should fully grasp the idea of corporate social responsi-
bility (CSR) and the vital role that it plays in strategically implementing 
business policies and activities and the long-term success of commercial 
enterprise in the twenty-first century. However, major Japanese 
corporations, such as Kobelco, Mitsubishi Materials, Mitsubishi 
Motors, Nissan Motors, Olympus, Subaru, Tokyo Electric Power 
Company, Toray, Toshiba, Toyota, and others, fail to fulfill their social  
responsibilities as corporate citizens, and have committed a series of 
actions which have brought these companies into disrepute. It is true 
that these companies have engaged in a wide range of negligent activ-
ities, wrongdoings, and crimes, with various impacts and victims. 
However, it seems that two related features are common in the behavior 
of companies discussed here: (1) inadequate CSR practices before the 
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exposures of their wrongdoings and (2) poor responses to public criti-
cism up to, and in some cases beyond, the point when the company is 
dragged into corporate crises. Although these two features have usually 
been studied as separate categories, either public relations (PR) or CSR, 
the two features are, I suggest, intricately intertwined. The managers of 
Japanese corporations that were accused of their wrongdoings may have 
defined CSR on their own term, created particular views on CSR, and 
engaged in CSR-related activities years before the “significant” events 
which led to their corporate crisis. Because of their particular views of 
CSR, they may also have an inadequate response to public criticisms 
upon the disclosure of their corporate wrongdoings, and the corpora-
tions are subsequently dragged into these crises.

Some practitioners conceive CSR activities as tools to protect organ-
izations against criticism and to influence the external environment 
(Cornelissen 2011). To do so, they try to intervene into the external 
environments (or civic societies) and even emasculate the powers of the 
public who potentially become stakeholders in criticizing the corpora-
tions in the spotlight in advance. Consequently, the managers of these 
corporations may have believed that even though the corporations were 
involved in wrongdoings, they would not be dragged into the crises; as 
few stakeholders, especially the media and politicians, offer strong and 
sustained criticism of corporations in Japanese society.

Toyota’s recall crisis in 2010 offers us an opportunity to discuss the 
validity of this CSR reasoning (Chikudate 2011) and activities related 
to CSR by carefully examining consequent results. This study does 
not assume that this CSR reasoning “causes” corporate wrongdoings. 
However, the managers in Toyota worsened the situations by inappro-
priately behaving and speaking in public before and upon the exposures 
of wrongdoings. Such behaviors and speeches may have been informed 
by their own views on CSR. In this chapter, I conduct an analysis 
regarding Toyota’s history where its particular views and practices relat-
ing to CSR and a similar wrongdoing have already been reported years 
before its recall crisis in 2010.
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12.2	� Theoretical Frameworks

12.2.1	�Corporate Crisis as a Legitimacy Crisis

A corporate crisis can be categorized as specific, unexpected, and non-
routine event, or series of events (Ulmer et al. 2011). Furthermore, 
regardless of the intentionality, if the wrongdoings that are conducted 
by corporations are observed, it is likely for those corporations to be 
criticized. Then, they often face social legitimacy crises. During such 
crises, as public animosity toward a corporation intensifies, it may 
become the target of social sanctions. Such social sanctions are likely to 
arise in conditions where the general public feels compeled to gather 
information from events and participate in a rhetorical group to say 
something to the others or participate in a public debate (e.g., Taylor 
2009). Such public debates may not only be held in the traditional 
media but also using social media, such as Twitter, Facebook, and blogs 
(e.g., Schultz et al. 2011). Social sanctions may take various forms, such 
as rejection by opinion leaders, boycotting, and damaging the products/
services of focal corporations, hundreds of telephone calls/faxes/emails, 
among other things.

In these critical situations, the corporations may choose differ-
ent responses to mitigate criticisms, such as denial, attacking accus-
ers, admitting guilt, and apologizing for misconduct (Benoit 1995). 
Although many other circumstances intervene, previous stakeholder 
relations influence the mindsets of some practitioners when choosing 
responses to the criticisms. In some corporations, PR or crisis manage-
ment teams are trained and are strategically and proactively prepared 
for crises. PR practitioners try to establish and maintain a dialogue with 
the stakeholders about important issues, although this can be a time- 
consuming process (Cornelissen 2011). In other words, some corpora-
tions strategically build a buffer against criticism before any crisis arises, 
and CSR activities play significant roles.
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12.2.2	�CSR

There is little consensus on definitions and views of CSR (Windsor 
2006), but some scholars and practitioners consider CSR activities as 
a “buffer” against public criticism during corporate crises. Among these 
perspectives, there are at least two contrastive foundations for reason-
ing, with respect to CSR: (1) normative or (2) instrumental reason-
ing. Scholars and practitioners who use normative reasoning tend 
to consider that a reservoir of goodwill that is accumulated though 
previous CSR activities helps corporations to survive during a crisis 
(Bhattacharya and Sen 2004). With this reasoning, prior corporate repu-
tations and past CSR activities with goodwill have an influence on pub-
lic attitudes during ongoing corporate crises (Vanhamme and Grobben 
2009). Corporate reputation refers to an evaluation of a corporation 
and its ability to deliver particular goods a perceptual assessment of 
the corporation, which can be intangible assets for the corporations 
(Gardberg and Fombrun 2006). The normative reasoning in CSR activ-
ities tends to portray corporations creating a public image as honored 
and responsible citizens in civic societies (Windsor 2006).

On the other hand, practitioners who rely on instrumental reasoning 
in CSR tend to favor the managing or controlling of interactions with 
particular stakeholders, rather than including all members of the society. 
Here, stakeholder refers to “any group or individual who can affect or 
is affected by the achievement of an organization’s purpose” (Freeman 
2010, p. 53). As postulated by Friedman (1970), instrumental CSR 
reasoning justifies socially responsible behaviors solely on economic 
grounds and puts the priority of profit maximization above anything.

One notable characteristic of instrumental reasoning is that corpo-
rations try to prevent the stakeholders’ interference with internal oper-
ations (Cornelissen 2011) by building buffers against their claims and 
interests (Freeman 2010). The rationale is that some stakeholders may 
have an “illegitimate” objective to interfere with the smooth opera-
tions of business. Extending this thinking to a corporate crisis, as long 
as the focal corporations make their critical stakeholder groups inactive, 
the corporations can be protected from being attacked or criticized. 
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Especially large corporations receiving increased media coverage who 
are more likely to have their legitimacy challenged (Deephouse 1996). 
Such coverage may be biased and filtered (Freeman 2010). That is why 
Freeman (2010, p. 22) labeled the media as stakeholders, saying, “Little 
stirs the anger in an executive more than an ‘unfair’ story in the press.” 
Thus, some executives identify salient stakeholders who actually possess 
power and have influence on the legitimacy of the focal corporations 
(Mitchell et al. 1997).

To buffer the claims and interests of these stakeholders, some cor-
porations may focus on strategic maneuvering by attempting to influ-
ence the stakeholders’ attitudes and opinions (Cornelissen 2011) even 
before a corporate crisis. With this approach, along with a persuasion 
strategy, a corporation tries to either insulate itself from external inter-
ference or to actively influence stakeholders in its environment through 
such means as contributions to political action committees, lobbying, 
advocacy advertising (Cornelissen 2011), and advertising fees for private 
media in the name of CSR.

It would be true that some managers may mix both normative and 
instrumental reasoning with regard to CSR in practice. As a result, it 
may be difficult to discern which CSR reasoning they used. However, 
if corporations are considered as “anthropomorphized” entities, it may 
not be so difficult for outsiders of the corporations to discern whether 
managers of corporations tend to use either normative or instrumental 
reasoning in relation to CSR activities.

12.2.3	�Anthropomorphized Corporations as Citizens

Although corporations exist as legal entities, some legal theorists jus-
tify attributing “corporate moral personhood” to corporations (e.g., 
Ripken 2009) by observing arising incidents of corporate wrongdoings 
especially since the global financial crises in 2008. According to this 
view, corporations should be conceived as “moral agents” (Maclagan 
2008). Here, it is assumed that a corporation can be personified as a 
living, mature adult in a highly civilized society (Chikudate 2010). The 
mature adult in a highly civilized society is referred to as a citizen, and 
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thus, some business ethics scholars regard corporations as citizens (e.g., 
Waddock 2002). This notion of “corporate personhood” has been rein-
forced to some extent, in the United States at least, by the Supreme 
Court in Citizens United vs. FEC (Avi-Yonah 2010) which granted cor-
porations many of the same free speech rights as citizens.

Along these lines, corporations are increasingly expected to fulfill the 
duties of responsible citizens (Waddock 2002), the same way humans are. 
As for CSR, philanthropic activities to build a reservoir of goodwill are 
expected for corporations to become honored corporate citizens (Windsor 
2006). Thus, if a corporation is honored as a good citizen, its positive rep-
utation would grow in the society. On the other hand, even though the 
burden of legal responsibility would be obscure (Schultz 1996), the cor-
porations “who” do something wrong could also be held criminally liable 
for their misdemeanors (Donaldson and Werhane 1988).

As moral agents of corporate citizens, it is ideal for corporations 
to possess virtue and integrity in their characteristics just like some 
“human beings” that have the same characteristics. Corporations should 
also maintain and harness such good characteristics as responsible cor-
porate citizens, and this view is closely intertwined with a normative 
view of CSR. Being normative in this case means that corporations 
should behave as collectively expected (Habermas 1992) within the given 
civic societies. Furthermore, corporations should “speak” as collectively 
expected, which is as responsible citizens in the public sphere, especially 
when their practices are being questioned by the general public. In this 
view, a corporation is considered as an agent who actually “behaves  
and speaks” properly in public (Chikudate 2010; Schultz 1996). In 
other words, the corporation is “anthropomorphized,” or imagined as 
a singular human entity. The assumption in this idea is that the general 
public tends to consider any activities of corporate communications, 
including issued public statements, public behaviors and speeches of 
corporate executives, press conferences, and others as if “a single human 
being” behaves or speaks especially when wrongdoings of corporations 
are exposed (Chikudate 2010). It would be also possible for the  
outsiders to observe the corporation’s own views and definitions of CSR 
because anthropomorphized corporations actually “spoke” such views/
definitions and behaved accordingly.
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12.3	� Methods

In this study, I use the Foucaultian method for archival records, also 
called genealogy. In genealogy, it is assumed that the usage of history 
is “to help us see that the present is just as strange as the past” (Kendall 
and Wickham 1999, p. 4). In other words, the researchers use history 
as a way of diagnosing problems in the present (Kendall and Wickham 
1999). Using this approach, the present problem to be discussed in this 
study is the recall crisis of Toyota.

I do not intend to chronologically detail the events regarding the 
recall crisis of Toyota in 2010 but instead draw on searches for his-
torical facts regarding Toyota’s previous behaviors and speeches as an 
anthropomorphized corporation, which are publicly available records 
and archival documents, including Toyota’s prior CSR activities behind 
the scenes. Then, I critically analyze the meanings of several significant 
events to reveal the latent structure of Toyota’s recall crisis in 2010.

12.4	� A Genealogical Analysis

12.4.1	�Overview of Toyota’s Recall Crisis

In 2010, Toyota dearly wanted to end the severest crisis defined by its 
president, Akio Toyoda, since it was founded (Hōdō Station 2010). 
Although there had been issues concerning Toyota cars since 2007, 
Toyota’s recall crisis started in the United States in 2009. Toyota 
received negative media coverage in spring 2010, involving such issues 
as sticking pedals, sudden acceleration, steering problems, and problems 
with the electronic control systems of various models (e.g., Saporito 
2010). The U.S. media also repeatedly played footage of a horrific crash 
involving a California highway patrolman, reportedly caused by loose 
floor mats. Toyota issued recalls on various models on a global scale. 
As a result, Jim Wiseman, the group vice president for corporate com-
munications at Toyota Motor of America said, “When you’re getting 
three or four hundred [media] inquiries a day, you’re just doing your 
best to keep up with them. I don’t think any of us were really prepared  
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in the early stages for how big the onslaught could be” (Liker and 
Ogden 2011, p. 129). On February 3, 2010, Ray Lahood, the chief 
of the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA) 
announced that Toyota cars should not be driven (ABC News 2010b). 
Thus, Toyota received severe social sanctions.

On February 18, 2010, the U.S. Congress issued an invitation to 
Toyota to testify at a public hearing. On February 23, 2010, James E. 
Lentz III (Jim Lentz), President of Toyota Motor Sales U.S.A., testified 
at the hearing. On February 24, 2010, Akio Toyoda and Yoshimi Inaba 
(the chief executive of Toyota’s United States operations) also testified. 
Finally, Ray Lahood announced on February 8, 2011, “[…] we feel that 
Toyota vehicles are safe to drive” (CBS News 2011).

12.4.2	�Toyota’s Recognition of the Crisis

Jim Lentz testified during the public hearing that Americans were not 
empowered to authorize any recall decisions in the United States; the 
authorization had to come from Japan (e.g., News 9 2010b). Many 
parts of the organization, especially the most senior leadership in Japan, 
simply did not appreciate the depth of the crisis that Toyota was fac-
ing in the United States (Liker and Ogden 2011). In fact, Akio Toyoda 
retrospectively identified the gap in understanding local conditions and 
the urgency between regions and headquarters as a major contributor to 
the evolution of the crisis:

There was a gap between the time that our U.S. colleagues realized that 
there was an urgent situation and the time that we realized here in Japan 
that there was an urgent situation happening in the United States. It took 
3 months for us to recognize that this had turned into a crisis. In Japan, 
unfortunately, until the middle of January, we did not think that this was 
really a crisis. (Liker and Ogden 2011, p. 28)

Then, the question to be asked is, “Did Toyota really not prepare for the 
crisis and/or did they do something through their CSR activities?” As 
for CSR activities in the United States, some of the U.S. media disclosed 
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Toyota’s political donations (e.g., CBS News 2010) aside from paying 
a lot of taxes, hiring U.S. workers, and philanthropic activities. In fact, 
Toyota’s CSR activities seem to be based on their own views and defini-
tions of CSR.

12.4.3	�Toyota and CSR: The Public and Private  
Face of Corporate Policy CSR

Anthropomorphized Toyota defined CSR years before the crisis. It  
is true that Toyota boasted on its homepage about its CSR policy of 
being an ecologically and environmentally friendly company by pro-
ducing energy-efficient cars (Toyota Motor Corporation 2008). Toyota 
also stated, “Honor the language and spirit of the law of every nation 
and undertake open and fair corporate activities to be a good corpo-
rate citizen of the world” (Toyota Motor Corporation 2018) as one of 
its guiding principles. The company (2008) also announced that their 
code of ethics and CSR principles were in accordance with Keidanren 
(Japan Business Federation) (2017), which have institutionalized 
practices among 1350 representative companies in Japan. Keidanren 
represents the club for elite Japanese companies, and Toyota was proud 
of having its former president being now Keidanren’s president. This 
means that Toyota tried to identify itself as the face or leader of elite 
Japanese corporations. In the official version of Keidanren’s code of 
ethics and CSR principles, ethics, being moral, green, sustainable, and 
such, were the common terms stated (Keidanren 2011). On October 
26, 2010, Hiromasa Yonekura, former chairperson of Keidanren and 
former president of Sumitomo Chemical, however, disclosed his defi-
nition of CSR, “For individuals and corporations, political donation is 
one aspect of CSR. As long as [politicians] receive it, we are very happy 
to offer them to our advantage” (Nihon Keizai Shimbun Morning Issue 
2010, p. 3). This view of CSR was, in fact, consistent with the state-
ment of Hiroshi Okuda, Toyota’s former CEO and president. On May 
27, 2003, Hiroshi Okuda announced “We are willing to give politi-
cal donations by evaluating the policies of each political party” (Asahi 
Shimbun Morning Issue 2003, p. 8). Hiroshi Okuda was also the  
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chairman of Keidanren before Hiromasa Yonekura. Here, it would be 
inferred that the managers of Toyota may have incorrectly defined polit-
ical donations as an aspect of CSR, however Toyota’s managers did not 
perceive the definition as incorrectly. In fact, Toyota’s political donations 
in the United States reflected this view.

Besides political donations, the tracing of historical facts of anthro-
pomorphized Toyota’s speeches in public years before its recall crisis in 
2010 indicates that Toyota’s CSR activities include the following: (1) 
doing some of the groundwork to charm the salient stakeholders who 
exerted their influence on Toyota, (2) sidelining stakeholders who are 
critical about Toyota, and (3) self-justifying Toyota’s operations while 
disregarding the law in the process.

12.4.4	�Charming the Salient Stakeholders

Anthropomorphized Toyota often disclosed its instrumental CSR 
orientation in its support for salient stakeholders who were poten-
tially useful to the company. Former CEOs and presidents of Toyota, 
including Fujio Cho and Katsuaki Watanabe, who represented Toyota 
in the public eye openly supported the candidates belonging to Liberal 
Democratic Party (LDP) during the national election in 2005; they 
mobilized the managers of Toyota and its suppliers in the Toyota 
Kingdom located in Aichi prefecture where many local residents were 
affiliated with Toyota (Yokota and Sataka 2006). Thus, Toyota identified 
LDP as one of the salient stakeholders who could be strong support-
ers for Toyota, and Toyota did have an influence on Japan’s politics and 
tried to shape Japan’s public policies via its relationship with the LDP.

12.4.5	�Japanese Private Media That Were Sidelined 
by Toyota

Toyota also tried to manage and control the Japanese media (stakehold-
ers) that were potentially critical about Toyota for their own purposes. 
On November 12, 2008, at a meeting in the Prime Minister’s Office, 
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Hiroshi Okuda, who served as the chair for the Informal Assembly for 
Planning Public Health and Labour Policy, said:

I am personally angry. Partly with the newspapers, but largely with the pri-
vate TV stations, where a few guys show up in programs from morning to 
night to criticize the Ministry of Public Health, Labour, Welfare, Insurance 
and Pensions…Shall I retaliate?…To be honest, the big corporations 
would not let them appear on TV. It is obvious that the sponsors of such 
TV programs are not big corporations (such as Toyota) but small pachinko 
parlors [semi-gambling places], saunas or udon noodle [fast food] shops 
in the provinces [of peripheries in Japan]. (Asahi Shimbun Morning Issue 
2008, p. 38; Nihon Keizai Shimbun Morning Issue 2008, p. 5)

Asahi Shimbun Morning Issue (2008, 38) provided further details, as 
follows. One of the attendees at the meeting criticized Hiroshi Okuda, 
“Would you stop sponsoring the media if they criticized you? That’s 
overkill!” Worse, Hiroshi Okuda, who was furious, countered, “In real-
ity, it is already happening” in front of the media. Therefore, because of 
the shortage of advertising fees in the Japanese private media after the 
financial crisis in 2008 (e.g., Shukan Diamond 2011), such a rhetorical 
performance created a certain image of Toyota; an arrogant, large corpo-
ration to whom other members of society have to bow.

In fact, because of this rhetorical performance of the former CEO 
and president of Toyota in public and Toyota’s advertising fees to pri-
vate media in Japan, some Japanese journalists may have constructed 
a certain reality. Soichiro Tahara, a pundit and journalist in Japan, let 
something slip when he introduced Seiji Maehara, Minister of Land, 
Infrastructure and Transportation, on his live show covering Toyota 
recall crisis in 2010; “In Japan, nobody [especially LDP politicians who 
have benefitted through Toyota’s donations and the private media in 
Japan] has anything negative to say about Toyota except you, Sir, Mr. 
Maehara [belonging to Democratic Party of Japan]” (Sunday Project 
2010).

Indeed, Japanese private media rarely reported the incidents in the 
United States. The media organization that scooped the Toyota crisis was 
in fact NHK, the public media in Japan. NHK camera crews interviewed 
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Akio Toyoda during the Davos conference of the World Economic 
Forum. Then, the same interview was aired by ABC News (2010a) in 
the United States on January 29, 2010, because ABC is an affiliate of 
NHK. Under these circumstances, Japanese executives in Toyota head-
quarters may have miscalculated that their belief of sustaining the buffer 
from the accusations from private media in Japan could be also applied 
to the public media even in Japan and U.S. media whose legitimacy and 
journalistic ethics were not influenced by advertising fees.

12.4.6	�Toyota’s Self-Justifying Attitudes

Because of instrumental CSR activities, Japanese executives in the 
Toyota headquarters may have been confident in maintaining the 
company’s legitimacy in the early stages of its crisis before 2010. Their 
version of reality about the situation was as follows; the nature of the 
problems was merely a technical matter of floor mats, and the majority of 
accidents were attributed to the mishandling of the drivers. For example, 
when a delegation of the NHTSA visited Toyota headquarters in Japan, 
the executives in charge of product quality tried to justify their posi-
tion. During the press conference on February 9, 2010, Shinichi Sasaki 
(vice president in charge of quality control) confessed, “Regarding 
the floor mats [that caused the pedals to stick], our univocal explana-
tion [to the delegation of the NHTSA in December 2009] was that 
American customers simply did not use the mats appropriately. Then we 
received severe criticism and were asked, ‘Does Toyota still think that 
way?’” (A to Z 2010). Toyota was reluctant to issue the recalls. From 
this moment, Toyota, whose top quality control officer never questioned 
Toyota’s legitimacy, had to go through the battle with NHTSA, the U.S. 
authority for regulation.

Toyota behaved in a similar way before as battling with NHTSA 
in 2009 and was already charged in Japan due to similar recall prob-
lems. Archival records showed that before the public accusations against 
Toyota from 2010 to 2011, three Toyota managers were sent the papers 
pertaining to a criminal case to the public prosecutor’s office in 2006 
because of its mishandling recalls of Hilux, station wagons (Asahi  
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Shimbun Morning Issue 2006). A driver who drove a Hilux was killed 
because of its deficient steering relay rod, and there were at least 11 claims 
about the same deficiency. However, Toyota hid this for 12 years. Toyota 
submitted an investigation report to Ministry of Land, Infrastructure 
and Tourism (MLIT), the supervising agency, although Toyota justified its 
position of quality control (Asahi Shimbun Evening Issue 2006). In other 
words, something may have already been wrong inside Toyota before 
2010. It is true that Toyota’s recall crisis in 2010 occurred in the United 
States and not in Japan, and that the Toyota Japanese executives in charge 
may have been different from those in charge of the recall case of 2006 
in Japan. However, from these historical records, it becomes obvious that 
anthropomorphized Toyota’s self-justifying attitudes may have led the cor-
poration to disobey the laws and regulations in given societies because it 
was consistent and did not change from 2006 to 2009 to 2010.

12.4.7	�Toyota’s Human-Like Attitudes  
and Rhetorical Performances

Such self-justifying attitudes manifested in the very crucial moments 
of speaking to the public because the attitudes of anthropomorphized 
Toyota were consistent. On February 3, 2010, talking about the loss 
of function or delaying of brake action in the Prius, Shinichi Sakaki 
said, “[There is no mechanical problem with the Prius], it is a matter 
of [the driver’s] feeling…Since Toyota’s customers get used to the feel-
ing of Toyota, they may feel something wrong once something differ-
ent happens” (Asahi Shimbun Morning Issue 2010). A public comment 
made by another Toyota executive had the same connotation. During 
the press conference on February 4, 2010, concerning the Prius anti-
lock braking system (ABS), Hiroyuki Yokoyama (managing director) 
said, “There may be incompatibility between the drivers’ senses and the 
movements of the car. If drivers have not experienced such phenomena 
before, they may feel anxious” (News 9 2010a). Because Toyota execu-
tives rarely needed to communicate with stakeholders whose influence 
was not controllable (Linstead 2001), it is obvious that these executives 
revealed that they were suffering from a condition of collective myopia, 
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defined as “the situation in which members of certain communities or 
organizations are able to make sense and give sense in each context in 
which they live but are not able to monitor the emerging order or pat-
terns as a whole created by themselves” (Chikudate 2002, p. 294). In 
collective myopia, the way they make sense of and explain issues which 
do not include customers in their limited contexts within their Toyota 
castle. That is why they spoke as representing Toyota to the public in 
their attitudes of anthropomorphized company without any hesita-
tion. Furthermore, the displayed attitudes were consistent. Jim Lentz 
reflected, “As I look at where we were in the past, what had become…
with our success…as a company, we had a little bit of an attitude. 
Arrogance is probably the best explanation” (Liker and Ogden 2011,  
p. 177). Thus, anthropomorphized Toyota held arrogant characteristics, 
resulting in the company’s behavior and speeches that were no longer 
like that of a responsible corporate citizen, even though they have also 
engaged in some philanthropic activities, such as CSR practices.

12.4.8	�Unanticipated Enemies

With their previous instrumental CSR practices and stakeholder man-
agement, Toyota’s Japanese executives may have held false beliefs that 
Toyota was able to control accusations through the Japanese politicians. 
However, the speeches of anthropomorphized Toyota that were embod-
ied by its two executives brought the anger of Seiji Maehara upon 
themselves. On the evening of February 5, 2010, Seiji Maehara held a 
press conference and overtly criticized Toyota for failing to consider the 
perspective of its customers (MLIT 2010). During the TV program, 
Sunday Project, he said, “It was wrong for the company to hide the 
recalls. It is necessary to create social systems that impose social sanctions 
on a company that hides recalls and that stimulate the willingness of 
companies to recall” (Sunday Project 2010). Toyota’s Japanese executives 
would have hardly anticipated this accusation of the Japanese minister.

The accusation against Toyota by an authoritative figure in Japan 
resulted not only from inappropriate public comments by Toyota’s 
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executives but also from Toyota’s prior political involvements as part 
of its CSR activities. Toyota’s former CEOs and presidents openly 
supported LDP candidates during elections, and Hiroshi Okuda pub-
licly expressed his support for LDP (Nihon Keizai Shimbun Morning 
Issue 2003). However, there was a real power shift from LDP to the 
Democratic Party of Japan in the national election in 2009. Thus, 
Toyota bred the grounds potentially harming the company in the future 
with their own views of CSR and behaviors/speeches of anthropo-
morphized Toyota that were embodied by the company’s three former 
CEOs and presidents. As a result, Akio Toyoda, the successor of these 
three CEOs and presidents, confessed during the interview that no mat-
ter how Toyota explained in logical and engineering manners, Toyota 
will always be criticized by the public (Kinoshita 2010). Then, the only 
rescue for Toyota was to play the role of a responsible corporate citizen, 
showing emotive and moral characteristics by switching its responses to 
public criticism to corporate apologia, a strategic crisis communication 
through apology (Hearit 1995). Finally, Toyota agreed to pay a record 
fine to the U.S. government for its irresponsible behavior to end its cri-
sis in 2010.

12.5	� Conclusion

In this chapter, I have shown the results of a genealogical analysis on 
Toyota’s own definition of CSR and CSR-related activities before its 
recall crisis in 2010. There is no doubt that Toyota evolved into a global 
corporation of technological innovation and contributed to the econ-
omy of each society, for instance, by hiring many workers, purchasing 
from local suppliers, paying corporate taxes, and engaging in philan-
thropic activities. Besides these activities, Toyota prepared for the crisis 
by building buffers against the accusations of key stakeholders. However, 
these preparations did not work as expected both in the United States 
and Japan. The overconfidence of having a buffer led Toyota executives 
in Japan to make inadequate judgments on the ongoing situations in the 
United States and Japan. The overconfidence also led Toyota’s Japanese 
executives to be arrogant, and anthropomorphized Toyota displayed 
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arrogance through its behavior and speeches. Finally, rhetorical perfor-
mances of Japanese executives have put Toyota into a position where the 
only strategic response for the corporation was apologia.

It would be easy for managers of large corporations to practice CSR 
by connecting the conception of strategic management with the men-
talities of warlords who tend to attribute anything with either “win or 
lose” or the hegemony/power. Then, Toyota lost the battle. Therefore, 
the biggest lesson to be learned from Toyota’s recall crisis in 2010 is that 
doing groundworks of silencing “voices” by instrumental activities is not 
as effective as how the managers of large corporations have assumed.

A further interesting observation is that Toyota’s recall crisis in 
2010 was a mere beginning of exposing the wrongdoings by major 
auto manufacturers in the global market, including General Motors, 
Volkswagens, and Daimler-Bentz. Perhaps a similar pathology of 
Toyota, collective myopia, may also have resided as a resident path-
ogen (Reason 1990) that is potentially harmful to an entire system in 
the systems of global car manufacturers even in the western societies 
(Chikudate 2015). Thus, the managers in multinational corporations 
should appreciate humanist knowledge, such as ethics, rhetoric, and 
communication, besides global strategy/marketing, innovation, and 
other subjects if they still wish to fully grasp the concept of corporate 
citizens whose activities should conform to normative CSR reasoning.

References

A to Z. 2010. “A to Z,” aired by NHK, February 20.
ABC News. 2010a. “ABC News,” aired by ABC, New York, January 29.
ABC News. 2010b. “ABC News,” aired by ABC, New York, February 3.
Asahi Shimbun Evening Issue. 2006. Toyota Seisaikin Shiharai [Toyota Paid 

Fine], May 19.
Asahi Shimbun Morning Issue. 2003. Kigyo no Seijikenkin Fukkatsu o 

Aratamete Hyoumei Okuda Keidanren Kaichō [Reviving Manifestation of 
Political Donation, Okuda Chairperson of Keidanren], May 28.

Asahi Shimbun Morning Issue. 2006. Toyota 96nen ni Kairyōhin [Toyota 
Remodeled in 1996], July 12.



12  Corporate Wrongdoing and Reputational Risk …        275

Asahi Shimbun Morning Issue. 2008. Kōrōshō Tataki Ijyo Masukomi ni 
Hōhuku demo [Abnormal Media Basing Against Ministry of Health, 
Labour and Welfare. So Shall I Retaliate on the Media?], November 13.

Asahi Shimbun Morning Issue. 2010. Toyota Kanban nimo Kizu [Stain on 
Toyota’s Reputation], February 4.

Avi-Yonah, Reuvan S. 2010. Citizens United and the Corporate Form. 
Wisconsin Law Review 4: 999–1047.

Benoit, William L. 1995. Accounts, Excuses, and Apologies: A Theory of Image 
Restoration Strategies. Albany, NY. State University of New York Press.

Bhattacharya, C.B., and Sanker Sen. 2004. Doing Better at Doing Good: 
When, Why, and How Consumers Respond to Corporate Social Initiatives. 
California Management Review 47: 9–24.

CBS News. 2010. Toyota Has Donated to Investigating Reps. Last modi-
fied February 23. https://www.cbsnews.com/news/toyota-has-donated- 
to-investigating-reps.

CBS News. 2011. Electronics Not at Fault in Toyota Deaths. Last modified 
February 8. https://www.cbsnews.com/news/electronics-not-at-fault-in- 
toyota-deaths.

Chikudate, Nobuyuki. 2002. Collective Myopia and Disciplinary Power 
Behind the Scenes of Unethical Practices: A Diagnostic Theory on Japanese 
Organization. Journal of Management Studies 39: 289–307.

Chikudate, Nobuyuki. 2010. Reinterpreting Corporate Apologia as Self-
Discipline. Corporate Communications: An International Journal 15: 397–409.

Chikudate, Nobuyuki. 2011. Collapsed Buffer, Reputation, and 
Instrumental CSR: Toyota Recall Crisis in 2010. Paper presented at CSR 
Communication Conference, Amsterdam, October 26–28.

Chikudate, Nobuyuki. 2015. Collective Myopia in Japanese Organizations: 
A Transcultural Approach for Identifying Corporate Meltdowns. New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan.

Cornelissen, Joep. 2011. Corporate Communication: A Guide to Theory and 
Practice, 3rd ed. London: Sage.

Deephouse, David L. 1996. Does Isomorphism Legitimate? Academy of 
Management Journal 39: 1024–1039.

Donaldson, Thomas, and Patricia Werhane. 1988. Ethical Issues and Business. 
Englewood Cliffs: Prentice Hall.

Freeman, R. Edward. 2010. Strategic Management: A Stakeholder Approach. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Friedman, Milton. 1970. The Social Responsibility of Business Is to Increase Its 
Profit. The New York Times Magazine, September 13: 32–33, 122, 124, 126.

https://www.cbsnews.com/news/toyota-has-donated-to-investigating-reps
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/toyota-has-donated-to-investigating-reps
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/electronics-not-at-fault-in-toyota-deaths
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/electronics-not-at-fault-in-toyota-deaths


276        N. Chikudate

Gardberg, Naomi, A., and Charles, J. Fombrun. 2006. Corporate Citizenship: 
Creating Intangible Assets Across Institutional Environments. Academy of 
Management Review 3: 329–346.

Habermas, Jürgen. 1992. Postmetaphysical Thinking, trans. William M. 
Hohengarten. Cambridge: Polity Press.

Hearit, Keith M. 1995. ‘Mistakes Were Made’: Organizations, Apologia, and 
Crises of Social Legitimacy. Communication Studies 46: 1–17.

Hōdō Station. 2010. “Hōdō Station,” aired by TV Asahi, March 3.
Keidanren. 2011. Keidanren Homepage. Accessed September 1, 2011. http://

www.keidanren.or.jp/indexj.html.
Keidanren. 2017. Keidanren Homepage. Accessed August 9, 2017. http://

www.keidanren.or.jp/en/profile/pro001.html.
Kendall, Gavin, and Gary Wickham. 1999. Using Foucault’s Methods. London: 

Sage.
Kinoshita, Takayuki. 2010. Toyoda Akio no Ningen-ryoku [Characteristics of 

Akio Toyoda]. Tokyo: Gakken Publishing.
Liker, Jeffery K., and Timothy N. Ogden. 2011. Toyota Under Fire. New York: 

McGraw Hill.
Linstead, Stephen A. 2001. Rhetoric and Organizational Control: A 

Framework for Analysis. In The Language of Organization, ed. Robert 
Westwood and Stephen Linstead, 217–240. London: Sage.

Maclagan, Patrick. 2008. Organizations and Responsibility: A Critical 
Overview. Systems Research and Behavioral Science 25: 371–381.

Ministry of Land, Infrastructure and Tourism (MLIT). 2010. Press Conference 
on February 5. Accessed September 1, 2010. http://www.mlit.go.jp/report/
interview/daijin100205.html.

Mitchell, Ronald K., Bradley R. Agle, and Donna J. Wood. 1997. Toward a 
Theory of Stakeholder Identification and Salience: Defining the Principle of 
Who and What Really Counts. Academy of Management Review 22: 853–886.

News 9. 2010a. “News 9,” aired by NHK, February 18.
News 9. 2010b. “News 9,” aired by NHK, February 24.
Nihon Keizai Shimbun Morning Issue. 2003. Ichiban Hachō Au no wa Jimin 

[The Most Favorite Is LDP], October 21.
Nihon Keizai Shimbun Morning Issue. 2008. Kōrōshō Tataki Okudashi Ijo 

[Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare Bashing, Abnormal Mr. Okuda], 
November 13.

Nihon Keizai Shimbun Morning Issue. 2010. Minshu Keizaikai ni Sekkin [DPJ 
Approaches Business World], October 27.

Reason, James. 1990. Human Error. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

http://www.keidanren.or.jp/indexj.html
http://www.keidanren.or.jp/indexj.html
http://www.keidanren.or.jp/en/profile/pro001.html
http://www.keidanren.or.jp/en/profile/pro001.html
http://www.mlit.go.jp/report/interview/daijin100205.html
http://www.mlit.go.jp/report/interview/daijin100205.html


12  Corporate Wrongdoing and Reputational Risk …        277

Ripken, Susanna. 2009. Corporations Are People Too: A Multi-dimensional 
Approach to the Corporate Personhood Puzzle. Fordham Journal of 
Corporate & Financial Law 15: 97–177.

Saporito, Bill. 2010. Toyota’s Brown Engine. Time Magazine (Asian ed.), 
February 22: 2–16.

Schultz, Friederike, Sonja Utz, and Anja Goritz. 2011. Is the Medium the 
Message? Perceptions of and Reactions to Crisis Communication via 
Twitter, Blogs and Traditional Media. Public Relations Review 37: 20–27.

Schultz, Pamela D. 1996. The Morally Accountable Corporation: A 
Postmodern Approach to Organizational Responsibility. The Journal of 
Business Communication 33: 165–183.

Shukan Diamond. 2011. Shimbun, Terebi Shōsha Naki Shōmōsen [Newspapers, 
TV, War of Attrition Without Winners], January 15: 28–65.

Sunday Project. 2010. “Sunday Project,” aired by TV Asahi, February 28.
Taylor, M. 2009. Civil Society as a Rhetorical Public Relations Process. In 

Rhetorical and Critical Approaches to Public Relations II, ed. Robert L. Heath, 
Elizabeth L. Toh, and Damion Waymer, 76–91. New York: Routledge.

Toyota Motor Corporation. 2008. CSR Policy: Contribution Towards 
Sustainable Development. Accessed September 30, 2008. http://www.toy-
ota.co.jp/en/vision/sustainability/index.html.

Toyota Motor Corporation. 2018. Guiding Principles at Toyota. Accessed June 
11, 2018. http://www.toyota-global.com/pages/contents/company/vision_
philosophy/pdf/guiding_principles.pdf.

Ulmer, Robert R., Timothy L. Sellnow, and Matthew W. Seeger. 2011. 
Effective Crisis Communication: Moving from Crisis to Opportunity, 2nd ed. 
Thousand Oaks: Sage.

Vanhamme, Joëlle, and Bas Grobben. 2009. Too Good to Be True! The 
Effectiveness of CSR History in Countering Negative Publicity. Journal of 
Business Ethics 85: 273–283.

Waddock, Sandra A. 2002. Leading Corporate Citizens: Vision, Values, Value 
Added. Boston: McGraw-Hill.

Windsor, Duane. 2006. Corporate Social Responsibility. Journal of 
Management Studies 43: 93–114.

Yokota, Hajime, and Makoto Sataka. 2006. Toyota no Shoutai [Toyota’s True 
Characteristics]. Tokyo: Kabushikigaisha Kinyobi.

http://www.toyota.co.jp/en/vision/sustainability/index.html
http://www.toyota.co.jp/en/vision/sustainability/index.html
http://www.toyota-global.com/pages/contents/company/vision_philosophy/pdf/guiding_principles.pdf
http://www.toyota-global.com/pages/contents/company/vision_philosophy/pdf/guiding_principles.pdf

	12 Corporate Wrongdoing and Reputational Risk: A Genealogical Analysis of Toyota’s Recall Crisis in 2010 
	12.1	Introduction
	12.2	Theoretical Frameworks
	12.2.1	Corporate Crisis as a Legitimacy Crisis
	12.2.2	CSR
	12.2.3	Anthropomorphized Corporations as Citizens

	12.3	Methods
	12.4	A Genealogical Analysis
	12.4.1	Overview of Toyota’s Recall Crisis
	12.4.2	Toyota’s Recognition of the Crisis
	12.4.3	Toyota and CSR: The Public and Private Face of Corporate Policy CSR
	12.4.4	Charming the Salient Stakeholders
	12.4.5	Japanese Private Media That Were Sidelined by Toyota
	12.4.6	Toyota’s Self-Justifying Attitudes
	12.4.7	Toyota’s Human-Like Attitudes and Rhetorical Performances
	12.4.8	Unanticipated Enemies

	12.5	Conclusion
	References




