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New United Motor Manufacturing, Inc. (Nummi), a joint venture between Toyota and 

General Motors, was created in 1984 to move past automotive trade barriers. The true obstacle 

Nummi overcame, however, was the barrier of combining the culture of Japanese and 

American car factories. No matter how successful Nummi was, cultural barriers blocked the 

spread of its success into other GM plants for two decades. Despite its glacial spread, Nummi 

was the model for the modernization of the largest American automaker and can be credited 

with GM still surviving today. 

 

Historical Context  

In 1982, at the close of General Motors Fremont Assembly, GM was no longer the 

juggernaut it had been ten years earlier, and the Japanese automakers, while still not 

established players, were definitely not a force to be ignored. The auto industry and America as 

a whole were still feeling shocks from the 1979 oil crisis. Changing consumer tastes due to the 

recession, crossed with American automakers’ failure to adapt to the changed market, spelled 

trouble.1 The Fremont assembly plant was not the only one GM closed because of this 

recession, and auto parts plants were shuttered as well.2 It was not just GM that was having 

trouble. GM, Ford, Chrysler, and American Motors Corporation all laid off large numbers of 

employees.3  

 
1 Arlena Sawyers, "1979 oil shock meant recession for U.S., depression for autos," Automotive News (Detroit, MI), 
June 26, 1996.  
2 Lydia Chavez, "G.M. Sets Closing of 4 Parts Plants," The New York Times (New York, NY), February 26, 1982, sec. 
D, 1. 
3 Ibid. 
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In the early 1980s, it was not exactly business as usual for the Japanese automakers 

either. Although they were getting many of the sales that the American automakers were 

losing, they faced the threat of protectionist US government policies if they did not act 

relatively quickly.4 The Japanese automakers agreed to a voluntary export restriction to protect 

themselves, meaning that they had to shift at least some of their production to US or they 

would be unable to maximize sales in a very valuable market.5 Because of this political 

environment, Japanese automakers began to open factories in the US. 

It was under this political and economic environment that GM and Toyota decided that 

they could benefit from a joint venture. GM would “learn about Japanese manufacturing 

systems” and gain “a small car to fill a hole in their product line.”6 Toyota would appease their 

American critics and gain experience with American suppliers and labor with less risk than if 

they opened their own factory.7 A “Memorandum of Understanding” regarding the joint 

venture was signed in February of 1983.8 

 

Trade Barriers 

Toyota’s interest in Nummi can be seen primarily as a response to real and potential 

trade barriers that were in place. In many industries, Japanese exports to the United States 

 
4 Daniel K. Benjamin, "Voluntary Export Restraints on Automobiles," PERC Reports, Fall 1999. 
5 Ibid.  
6 Paul Simon Adler, "Democratic Taylorism: The Toyota Production System at NUMMI," Lean Work: Empowerment 
and Exploitation in the Global Auto Industry, January 1995. 
7 John Shook, "How to Change a Culture: Lessons From NUMMI," MIT Sloan Management Review (blog), entry 
posted September 30, 2009, accessed January 9, 2020, https://sloanreview.mit.edu/article/how-to-change-a-
culture-lessons-from-nummi/.  
8 NUMMI, "NUMMI Milestones," NUMMI.com, last modified April 2, 2010, accessed January 28, 2020, 
https://web.archive.org/web/20100402121111/http://www.nummi.com/timeline.php. 
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were growing, and this made Japanese firms an easy target for disgruntled American politicians 

and businessmen.9 The American auto industry was still feeling the oil crisis of a few years 

earlier, and the Reagan administration was quick to blame the Japanese automakers. In fact, 

the UAW petitioned the U.S. International Trade Commission seeking limits on Japanese 

imports.10 

  The Japanese automakers swiftly agreed to a voluntary export restriction, because “the 

likely alternative to the program was a U.S.-imposed tariff on Japanese cars.” Additionally, the 

Japanese government found it difficult to negotiate a proper binding trade agreement because 

it felt that all too frequently an executive agreement would be overturned by Congress.11 This 

voluntary agreement protected the Japanese automakers from further government action, but 

they would have to start building cars in the United States or miss out on the full potential of 

the market.12 

Toyota’s response to the import restrictions was Nummi. Rather than take the risk of 

building their own factory right away, they surprisingly decided to start a joint venture with 

GM, the largest American automaker. Toyota knew “[w]ithin a few years of coming on shore, 

[they would] become a stronger force than if they had remained mere exporters.”13  

 

 
9 Steve Lohr, "Japan Will Ease Trade Barriers," The New York Times (New York, NY), January 5, 1982, sec. D.  
10 Sawyers, "1979 oil shock”; "A short history of the lengthy US-Japan auto disputes," Nikkei Asian Review (Tokyo, 
Japan), January 25, 2017, Politics, accessed January 9, 2020, https://asia.nikkei.com/Politics/A-short-history-of-the-
lengthy-US-Japan-auto-disputes. 
11 Benjamin, "Voluntary Export"; Mitsuo Matsushita, "Japanese View of United States Trades Laws," Northwestern 
Journal of International Law & Business 8, no. 1 (Spring 1987). 
12 Benjamin, "Voluntary Export."; Robert W. Crandall, "The Effects of U.S. Trade Protection for Autos and 
Steel," Brookings Papers on Economic Activity 1987, no. 1. 
13 Thomas M. Hout, "Trade Barriers Won't Keep Out Japan," The New York Times (New York, NY), April 29, 1984, 
sec. 3.  
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Cultural Barriers 

The culture in General Motors plants at the time was a large barrier for Toyota. GM was 

not known for its quality, and the root of GM’s quality problems could be traced down to the 

culture at its factories. GM Fremont Assembly, the factory that later housed Nummi, was 

considered to be the worst. Illegal activity was rampant at Fremont Assembly, and management 

was powerless because of the union. According to Rick Madrid, who worked at the plant both 

under GM and Nummi, there was a lot of drinking on the line under GM management, but “as 

long as you did your job, they really didn’t care.”14 Additionally, absenteeism was a serious 

problem. “On a normal day, one out of five workers didn’t show up, and it was even worse on 

Mondays.”15 This environment was part of what led to the shuttering of Fremont Assembly two 

years before Nummi. If Nummi was going to be successful in building cars equal in quality to 

Japanese-built cars, everything would have to change. 

Toyota’s success was mostly due to the culture fostered by its management practices. 

Although there is no single definition of the management techniques that made Toyota so 

successful, there are key elements that form the core of Toyota management. Toyota 

management was and is marked by effective incentive systems, teamwork, and a focus on skills 

development.16 Additionally, as in many other Japanese companies, managers were not to 

 
14 This American Life, "NUMMI (2015)," episode 561, NPR, July 17, 2015, hosted by Frank Langfitt, accessed January 
28, 2020, https://www.thisamericanlife.org/561/nummi-2015. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Susan Helper and Rebecca Henderson, "Management Practices, Relational Contracts, and the Decline of General 
Motors," Journal of Economic Perspectives 28, no. 1 (Winter 2014): 56; Interestingly, the Toyota’s management 
style was not a Japanese invention. Rather, it was introduced to a war-torn Japan by American engineer W. 
Edwards Deming. 
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control those below them, but rather “to provide the environment in which the group can 

flourish.”17 This helps create the opportunities for communication that are so necessary to 

retain the good relations between workers and management that are needed for teamwork.  

In contrast, “GM had an ‘us vs. them’ mindset.”18 Nummi worker Joel Smith described 

how hostile relations with management were under GM at Fremont Assembly: 

“In the old days, we fought for job security in various ways: ‘Slow down, don’t work so 
fast.’ ‘Don’t show that guy next door how to do your job—management will get one of 
you to do both of your jobs.’ ‘Every now and then, throw a monkey wrench into the 
whole thing so the equipment breaks down—the repair people will have to come in and 
we’ll be able to sit around and drink coffee.”19 
 

It was not just the workers who were causing problems. Management was equally bad. As 

Smith describes: 

“Management would respond in kind: ‘Kick ass and take names. The dumb bastards 
don’t know what they’re doing.’ . . . The message was simply: “If you don’t do it my way 
I’ll fire you and put somebody in who will. There are ten more guys at the door looking 
for your job.”20 
 

Without the proper channels for communication, managers and low-level workers had no 

respect for one another. This hostile environment led to rampant absenteeism and workers 

trying to get back at GM. “Some workers hated management so much, they sabotaged the 

vehicles. They put Coke bottles inside the door panels so they would rattle and annoy 

customers.”21  

 
17 Keith Warburton, "Japanese Business Management Style," World Business Culture, accessed January 28, 2020, 
https://www.worldbusinessculture.com/country-profiles/japan/business-management-style/. 
18 Mark Graban, "Highlights from the Original 1984 NUMMI Team Member Handbook, Part 1," Mark Graban's Lean 
Blog, entry posted November 15, 2016, accessed January 9, 2020, https://www.leanblog.org/2016/11/highlights-
from-the-original-1984-nummi-team-member-handbook-part-1/.  
19 Helper and Henderson, "Management Practices," 56. 
20Ibid.  
21 Frank Langfitt, "The End Of The Line For GM-Toyota Joint Venture," NPR (blog), entry posted March 26, 2010, 
accessed December 15, 2019, https://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=125229157.  
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Like the workers they represented, union leaders at Fremont Assembly saw nothing good in the 

relationship between workers and management. UAW Shop Chairman George Nano said that "they 

were the enemy and it was war.”22 According to industrial engineer Mark Graban, “the default plant 

culture was that management blamed the workers. The assembly workers, machinists, trades, and 

other UAW employees were generally looked down upon, if not belittled.”23 

Toyota knew that they could overcome trade barriers by building cars in the US, but would the 

barrier of the culture of American car factories be too high? At first, “the Japanese did not want to use 

union workers,” and a noticeable part of the UAW “said they’d never work for ‘the japs.’”24 This GM-

U.A.W. rivalry went beyond what passed for normal in Detroit. “[I}t took a great deal of time and effort 

to convince the Japanese that the job could be done by U.A.W. members - and to convince the UAW to 

relax some of its work rules.”25 This was only the first of many barriers that would be overcome at 

Nummi. 

 

The Nummi System 

Before the Nummi factory began operations, around 450 group and team leaders were 

sent to Japan for two weeks to learn about the Toyota Production System through classroom 

and on-the-job training.26 Although the physical factory was very familiar, the way problems 

were dealt with was shocking to the American visitors. The culture at Toyota’s factories was 

 
22 Danieljbmitchell, "NUMMI - Part One," video file, 6:30, YouTube, July 18, 2007, accessed January 14, 2020, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ng_Sa0T04Ts. 
23 Graban, "Highlights from," Mark Graban's Lean Blog.. 
24 Susan Chira, "New Spirit at an Auto Plant," The New York Times (New York, NY), August 24, 1984, sec. D. 
Marguerite Michaels, "Fremont, Calif. Hands Across The Workplace," Time, June 24, 2001. 
25 Chira, "New Spirit," sec. D. 
26 Nummi, "Culture," Nummi.com, last modified April 7, 2010, accessed January 31, 2020, 
https://web.archive.org/web/20100407093357/http://www.nummi.com/us_roots.php. 
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very different. Rick Madrid described “watching assembly lines stop because some mechanic 

decided that he needed more time to rebolt a door.”27 The rule at the factory under GM had 

been to never stop the line. Instead, the procedure was “to signal the defect by marking the 

door…so that the car could eventually be towed to a back lot and repaired.”28 A sloppy repair 

later would mean that the car would start to come apart earlier. Interactions between workers 

and management also stood out to the Americans. Line workers told their bosses what needed 

to be done in order to fix problems on the line.29 Such direct communication never would have 

flown at Fremont assembly, where it would have gotten workers slugged, fired, or both.30 

Teamwork and attention to quality were the key components that were transferred to Nummi. 

Workers were expected to do their job right, not send problems down the line for 

someone else to fix later, even if it involved stopping the line. This was a huge shock to Nummi 

employees, and no one was able to change overnight. It took a visit from Tetsuro Toyoda, 

Nummi chairman and grandson of the founder of Toyota, for one employee to adopt this 

system. After having to guide the employee’s hand to pull the andon cord to stop the line,  

“Toyoda faced Joe and bowed. He began speaking in Japanese. ‘Joe, please forgive me,’ 
a lieutenant translated. ‘I have done a poor job of instructing your managers of the 
importance of helping you pull the cord when there is a problem. You are the most 
important part of this plant. Only you can make every car great. I promise I will do 
everything in my power to never fail you again.’”31 
 

 
27 Duhigg, Smarter Faster, 143. 
28 Ibid, 142 
29 Duhigg, Smart Faster, 143. 
30 Ibid. 
31 Ibid, 153. 
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Nummi’s success was built on four key cultural components: mutual trust and respect, 

teamwork, equity, and involvement.32 Nummi’s employee handbook claimed that this “[broke] 

down the barriers that have traditionally separated employee and management.”33 The value 

Nummi placed on equity is visible in the reduction in factory job classifications and the 

shrinking importance of office hierarchy.34 

Assembly line workers who experienced GM management at Fremont Assembly 

generally praised the Toyota system at Nummi. As The New York Times reported, paint worker 

Jesse Palamino said, “These people are for real. I hope Americans try to understand their 

system. G.M. never gave us the opportunity to create quality. They didn’t care. These people 

really care and they prove it day by day and minute by minute.”35 In the same article, Jack 

Martinez, who worked at Fremont Assembly for seventeen years, commends management. 

“It’s the way they treat people. You’ve got a say in how your job is done. It makes a person feel 

important.”36 Rather than being a barrier, the new culture developed at Nummi was the 

catalyst for its success. 

The numbers back up the success felt by the workers. Absenteeism, once at twenty 

percent, fell to two percent.37 Productivity improvements were huge; “labor costs are an 

estimated $1,000 less per car than comparable models in other plants.38 “Nummi was almost as 

 
32 Russ Elliot, "Creating An Impactful Company Culture: A View of NUMMI From the Inside," Conscious Culture 
Group Blog, accessed January 8, 2020, https://www.consciousculturegroup.com/creating-impactful-culture-a-
view-of-nummi-from-the-inside/.  
33 Nummi Team Member Handbook, excerpted in Graban, "Highlights from," Mark Graban's Lean Blog ( see 
Appendix B). 
34 Adler, "Democratic Taylorism."; Elliot, "Creating An Impactful," Conscious Culture Group Blog.  
35 John Holusha, "A Blending of Cultures Produces a Car," The New York Times (New York, NY), April 5, 1985, sec. D. 
36 Ibid.  
37 Shook, "How to Change," MIT Sloan Management Review (blog). 
38 Harry Bernstein, "GM Workers Proud of Making the Team," LA Times (Los Angeles, CA), June 16, 1987.  
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productive as its sister plant in Takaoka and more productive than any other GM plant.”39 This 

is especially impressive given that Nummi’s workforce was on average 10 years older than that 

at Takaoka.40 

 

Can Nummi Culture Spread? 

The first attempt to replicate Nummi’s success came not from the top brass at GM, but 

from the factory manager at Van Nuys Assembly attempting to implement the Toyota 

Production System there. However, because only the parts that benefitted management were 

implemented, workers resisted. The Nummi system was not without problems, and what was 

implemented at Van Nuys was only the problematic parts of it.41 Workers were expected to 

perform with the same efficiency they did at Nummi, but they were not properly cross-trained, 

and managers kept their old attitudes about not stopping the line.42 Without all of Nummi’s 

version of the Toyota Production System becoming corporate policy, the barrier of the culture 

in the plants was too much. 

General Motors’ failure to apply the lessons learned at Nummi to other factories in a 

timely fashion has been the subject of much discussion. In 2010 after Nummi’s demise due to 

GM’s bankruptcy, This American Life ran a program about Nummi and dedicated much of it to 

exploring this question. The program concluded that because the cultural barrier at GM was too 

 
39 Adler, "Democratic Taylorism."  
40 Ibid, see table in Appendix A. 
41 The Barking Dog, issue # 1 (August 1997) - issue #67 (October 2006); See Appendix C on The Barking Dog’s role.  
42 Barry Stavro, "State's Two Car Plants--Study in Sharp Contrasts," Los Angeles Times (Los Angeles, CA), January 28, 
1990. 
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high to be broken without the whole company on board, no changes were going to be made 

until Nummi leaders became leaders of GM. 

The necessary management shuffle occurred after GM suffered “the largest loss in 

American corporate history to that time-- $23.5 billion” in 1992 and realized that it had to 

shake things up.43 Many managers were fired, and Jack Smith, the executive who led the 

Nummi negotiations with Toyota became the CEO.44 He saw the Nummi system as the best way 

forward for GM and moved to implement it as quickly as possible.45 However, the barrier 

between Nummi and GM proper was so high that even with an order from the top, few people 

had any idea how to start. Even when taking the process one small step at a time, plant 

managers resisted so much that it was not until a decade later when more Nummi trained 

managers had risen high enough in the GM ranks to enable the Nummi version of the Toyota 

Production System to spread throughout the entire company.46 

 

Impact 

Nummi was the first time that a Japanese automaker operated a factory with a 

unionized American workforce. Although the most obvious purpose of Nummi was Toyota 

breaking trade barriers, it was GM who truly benefitted from this partnership. Nummi served as 

the model for the modernization of GM. GM barely survived the 2008 financial crisis, and if it 

had learned nothing from Nummi it is very likely that it would have failed. Toyota gained a 

 
43 This American, "NUMMI (2015)," episode 561. 
44 Ibid. 
45 Ibid. 
46 Ibid. 
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manufacturing foothold in the US and an inside view of union negotiations. Rather than coping 

with the complications of union negotiations in their own factories, Toyota set up in places with 

no preexisting automotive workforce. GM gained a guided tour of modern manufacturing that 

it so desperately needed, and although it took its time to implement this lesson, it may just 

have saved GM 25 years later. 
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Appendix A 

This table from Paul Adler’s article on Democratic Taylorism shows the efficiency of the Nummi 

factory compared to its predecessor, Freemont Assembly. Framingham was a GM plant with 

comparable products and technology, and Takaoka was the Toyota plant Nummi employees 

were sent to for training. 
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Appendix B 

 
The first page of Nummi’s team member handbook highlights its focus on teamwork.  
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Appendix C 

 
The Barking Dog was a worker-published unofficial newsletter that mainly served to publish 

workers’ concerns with the Nummi system. 
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