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Section 1: Introduction 

Module Objectives 

 

In this module, we will address what 5S is and what it isn't. 

The 5Ss stand for: Sorting, Storage, Shining, Standardize and Sustaining. We'll illustrate each one of these in 
more detail later. 
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What is 5S? 

 

Simply stated, 5S is a method to establish a place for everything and to put everything in the proper place. 5S is 
geared to eliminate waste. Because things are provided proper locations by the 5S method, a lot of waste 
activities, like searching, walking or hunting, can be eliminated simply by having efficient standards to better 
organize a work environment.  

5S also makes visual controls possible. 

Since the core concept of lean is the identification and the elimination of waste, 5S serves as a cornerstone 
principle of Lean, as a lot of the other tools and lean principles are built on the standardization that 5S provides.   
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The Five S's 

 

Since Lean and consequently 5S have their roots in Japan, this table shows the original word in Japanese, the 
literal translation to English, as well as the English interpretations. 

Sorting can be interpreted as tidying up 

Storage becomes organizing 

Shining becomes cleaning 

Standardize remains the same 

Sustaining is training and discipline 

This last of the 5Ss embodies the most difficult aspect of the process -- to sustain the gains. 
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What 5S is Not 

 

To many people, 5S might be only a spring-cleaning activity. But 5S isn’t just cleaning—Shining is only one small 
part of 5S.  Other people might think that 5S is just organizing. Yet, again, Storage is just one of the five elements 
to the whole process. 

The power of the methodology becomes clear when you combine all 5S’s together in practice, when it isn't done 
just once or twice a year, but carried out daily with a high level of discipline to maintain standards in the workplace.  



5S 

  

  Page 6 of 45 

5S Benefits 

 

We will discuss a few of the more important benefits of 5S. The first of which is an organization’s commitment to 
excellence. There is a saying in 5S that goes, "Look sharp, feel sharp, be sharp." 

Another benefit is organization in the workplace. Due to this visual management, you can quickly assess 
abnormalities and respond to them. 

Increased space is another benefit of 5S which gives us flexibility to change the organization of the workplace and 
to make room for things we need.  

Another benefit gained from 5S is a reduction in time spent locating work materials. 

5S also generates a lot of energy with employees. As you begin to get a team together to work on a 5S event, you 
begin to witness pride of ownership. 

Also, 5S allows workers to foresee potentially unsafe conditions before those conditions further develop into 
problems. 

Improved quality is another benefit of 5S. Whenever you're able to visually control the area and recognize 
abnormalities, you reduce errors and increase quality. 
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5S - Visual Example 1 

 

Let’s look at a few images of areas that have adopted 5S. Here, we can immediately see standardized locations 
for equipment in a lab. There’s a scale and some other lab equipment and you can see what is lacking. Those 
items are used in high frequency. 

There are standard ways to set up a workstation for times when you may be there to mix chemicals or perform 
other work-related procedures. If we were to pick up some of the items in this image, you would actually see 
labels marking the name of the equipment underneath.   
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5S - Visual Example 2 

 

Here are some examples of other visual indicators used on some folders. Since we have color-coded these 
folders, we have facilitated a process to route different types of requests through an office. And, the colored 
folders allow us to manage and respond to items that must be expedited, as well as other items yet to be 
completed. 
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5S - Visual Example 3 

 

This is a 5S area drawer containing tools. You can see that the tool that goes at the very top, as well as the one 
that goes in the bottom-left, are missing. 
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5S - Visual Example 4 

 

In this example, we see a hospital linen room in need of 5S. Time would be wasted by staff needing to search for 
and gather linens. When we look at the 5S’d area, we see that materials are properly sorted and labeled for ease 
in obtaining needed items as well as restocking particular items when needed. 
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5S - Visual Example 5 

 

Here’s another example of a 5S area. The mechanics have a standardized location for each tool they use. If a tool 
goes missing, they don't have to search through all the drawers in the workstation.  There are also standardized 
setups. That is, if your workplace had multiple stations, each would all be set up exactly the same way.  If you 
were cross training  you could very easily adapt to a new workstation because all the tools would be located in 
their standardized locations. 
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Section 2: Your 5S Campaign 

Your 5S Campaign 

 

As we go through this module, we're going to assign you the role of shipping supervisor for a large company. The 
management is looking to you to lead a successful 5S campaign. Obviously, we want to eliminate the waste from 
your area. But it's up to you to make the right choices on this mission. 
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Getting Your 5S Campaign Started 

 

First, let’s talk about how you are going to size up this event. 

Knowing that you are going to need some help, you quickly form a team. You're going to recruit subject matter 
experts from your shipping area. 50% of the team is from outside areas and can be more objective about what 
changes are needed. 

Since you know there's going to be dramatic change to your shipping area, you have a team member get a digital 
camera and document what the current state looks like. 

You also begin to gather some supplies for your event: a broom, cleaning supplies, label maker, marking tape, 
and some red tags. 

In some cases, it also might be appropriate to write a charter.  The need for writing the charter is usually 
determined by the size of the event. 
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Initial Tasks Before Starting 

 

There are three other things you must prepare before you embark on your 5S challenge. 

First, you must create a storyboard. We recommend you place the storyboard outside of your department to 
communicate the pending 5S event. The aim is to solicit input from people that are not going to be directly 
involved in the 5S event to ensure everyone is engaged. 

Second, you’ll also want to get a scaled copy of the floor layout. This will help you document your current state. 

Third is to get executive sponsorship. Your manager should agree to re-route your department’s responsibilities to 
another department for the length of the event. If you suspend operations, you can completely dismantle all 
operations and start from the ground up.  Often, we are not allowed to shutdown an entire process for long 
periods of time. If this is the case, then alternate strategies can be developed that while not as efficient, will work 
towards the same end.  
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The Original Layout 

 

Here is the original layout of your shipping area. 

The flow of the area is designed so that when you receive an incoming package, you take it to the pack table. 
Next, you get a box and packing materials from the shelves and take them to the second pack table. After 
gathering your packing materials, you pack the box, weigh it, and then pass it to the corner table, where the 
computer is kept. 

Then you input the address information, print a packing label, and conclude the operation by sealing the box, 
placing the shipping label on the box, and finally, moving the box to the outgoing area. We will look at some ways 
you can improve the system in your shipping area.   
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Section 3: The First S: Sorting 

The First S: Sorting 

 

Sorting is very critical because it determines what is needed. 

The definition of sorting is separating the necessary from the unnecessary. You should sort items by frequency. 
You’re also going to dispose of a lot of unused and seldom used items. 

When you begin sorting, start with a small area. You also will want to use outside observers because you must 
get all affected people in the area to buy-in to the new work area. 

When you begin to sort, sort everything not bolted to the floor. Move everything out of the area, and sort by 
frequency of use.  Eventually, you're going to create locations for daily, weekly, and monthly sorting categories. 
Depending upon the application, you may choose different criteria. 

One last rule is:  Be safe. 
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Adding Flags 

 

As you can see from our original layout, we've got some flags that denote how often each item is used. You can 
see that this table is used daily to receive incoming packages. Both of the pack tables are used daily. Some of the 
shelves are used in all manner of different frequencies: some daily, some weekly, and some monthly. 
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How to Sort 

 

You’re going to need to move items into either daily, weekly or monthly columns, and everything else goes into 
the holding area.  You need to create open floor space so that you can pull things out of your work area.  

To create these columns, place tape onto the floor or onto a countertop if you're sorting a lot of smaller items, and 
make sure you label each area “daily”, “weekly”, or “monthly.”  
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Red Tagging 

 

When you have your categories divided, sort the items by frequency of use. Then, you’ll want to red tag the items 
that are used very infrequently. 

On each red tag should be written the date the item was tagged, the reason it was moved out of the area, and any 
simple documentation that might be needed to track that piece of equipment. Then move the infrequently used or 
unused equipment out of the area to a holding or storage area. 

You’ll need to evaluate each item next. The red tag will tell you how long each item has been in the holding or 
storage area. If the item has not been used in 30 or 45 days, you’ll know it’s safe to actually dispose of it. 
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Section 4: The Second S: Storage 

The Second S: Storage 

 

Our next S is storage. 

We want to mark and indicate each item, whether it's a desk or a scale. We want to identify where each item 
should be. And then we want to “right-size” everything you will need. 

The storage step will allow you to recognize at a glance what doesn't belong or what's missing. 

As you go through the storage step, group together items that are normally used together.  Some of the questions 
you might want to ask are, “How and where is each item used?” and “Where is the best place for it to go?” A 
spaghetti diagram is a simple tool to help you discover where these things should be stored.   
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Right Sizing 

 

So, you've got a lot of boxes, and you've got a lot of packing material. The next question you will want to ask 
might be “How much should I really have on hand?” 

Being the smart improvement expert that you are, you’re going to compute some data. You look across from Box 
1A all the way down to Box 2B, and you ask, on average, "How many of those boxes are used per day?" Then, 
"How many boxes do we currently have?" 

So, you put together a bar chart, and immediately you have an “A-ha!” moment. You've got more boxes on hand 
than you actually need in a day. As a result, you use more space than you actually need.   
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Where to Put Things 

 

Now that you've identified the proper number of boxes that you will use in a day, the next question should be, 
“Where should we put them?” You know that a lot of your boxes and packing materials are used at your pack 
tables.  You put your most frequently used box, Number 1C, as well as your most frequently used packing 
materials, directly under the table. You put the labels and pouches under the table as well because you know 
you'll be getting a label and pouch for every box that you pack.   
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The Benefits of Organized Storage 

 

The remaining boxes and packing material that are necessary consume only two shelves. Immediately, you can 
see a huge benefit in both sorting and storage. Since you know the total number of boxes used in a day, you 
know that you'll pick just the right amount of storage equipment for this area. We want to label each of the storage 
locations with the part numbers for each box, as well as with the quantity that should be stored inside of each. 
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The Current Workflow 

 

Let’s review the original layout. You have removed the unused equipment, sorted the frequently used, remaining 
equipment, and “right-sized" the storage area for boxes and packing material. Now, you will want to find a place to 
actually store the equipment.  

To better understand the flow of materials through the area, we're going to take an incoming package to the pack 
table. We'll bring a box and some packing materials along too. We wrap and weigh the item. We send it to the 
computer, where we print a label, close it up and seal it, and put it in the outgoing box area.   
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Your 5S Campaign: Storage 

 

These are the items that remained from the sort step. Where should they be stored? 
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Section 5: The Third S: Shining 

The Broken Window Syndrome 

 

The shining step is the step where you will clean the work area thoroughly and keep it clean on a continual basis. 

Shining minimizes the “broken window” syndrome, named so for a study conducted in a large metropolitan city. 
The study found that whenever vacant buildings had broken windows, those broken windows contributed 
negatively to the area by encouraging crime and other degenerating elements. By fixing those broken windows, 
the city lowered the crime rate in the area and positively impacted the overall demeanor of the neighborhood. 
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The Third S: Shining 

 

Let's talk about a few additional benefits of Shining. A clean workplace allows you to identify abnormal conditions. 
Dust and dirt cause contamination and can be a root cause for a loss of quality. 

Use a color-coded layout to assign cleaning duties. Keep cleaning in mind when deciding where to store items. 
Keep a cleaning schedule, and clearly identify what should be cleaned, when it should be cleaned, and how it 
should be cleaned. 
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Cleaning Our Area 

 

Let’s clean our messy areas. Take the sponge and wipe down all surfaces thoroughly. Notice the overhead lamps 
after cleaning the area? Through interviews conducted for this event, you have learned that the only reason there 
are floor lamps in the area is because the overhead lamps were never fixed.  With a quick request, you can have 
maintenance replace the ballasts in the overhead lamps, now that the maintenance personnel can reach them. 

It’s important to mention that when you move to the shining step of 5S, you should also host another safety talk 
because you and your team will most likely use chemicals in this step, and you will want to make sure you and 
your co-workers understand the hazards of working with cleaning agents. 
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Section 6: The Fourth S: Standardization 

The Fourth S: Standardize 

 

The goal of the standardize step is for you to maintain the workplace at a level in which deviations become 
obvious. 

All people in your work area need to be involved with the standardizing as it requires workers and coworkers to 
reach a consensus on how operating procedures should be set up and run for the area. Arrange to have different 
areas inspect one another. Hold a contest and reward success. Use labels and tape floor markings to standardize 
the location and amounts of materials that should be in an area. 
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Your 5S Campaign: Standardize 

 

We want you to standardize this local workstation. You've got some packing materials, some boxes, a couple 
pieces of equipment and some marking tape. Set up this workstation based on how you feel it should be 
standardized. 
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A Few Questions 

 
 
When you put the materials and the equipment in place, we’re sure some questions came to mind. How much 
material? And, where should it be stored? These are obvious questions that need to be answered during the 
standardize phase. 
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Standardization of the Workplace 

 
 
Take a look at how we standardized one of our workstations.  The boxes are located in the center of the work 
area. The packing peanuts, the paper, and the packaging materials are stationed on the sides. The scale and the 
tape are on the right side. We placed some table marking around those areas to standardize the location for each 
of the items. 

If you look at the workstation, and you see the large amount of tape we’ve used, you might think it's kind of 
excessive—that it's really too much. But, if we really want to be serious about standardizing each location and 
controlling the amount of materials that should be at each workstation, labeling the area is the best way to 
achieve our goal of standardizing while continuing to promote efficiency.  You could also label the needed amount 
of materials. That way, when all the boxes become empty, it will be easy to know what will be needed when 
restocking.   
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Standardizing the Corner Workstation 

 
 
Now let’s look at how we standardized our corner workstation. We chose not to put the computer on the 
workstation because of its size. We thought the computer's location might be a good place for the pouches and 
the printer. We also have a metric board, where we’ll log standard metrics for the area. 
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The Floor Plan After Standardizing 

 
 
This is what the floor plan looks like after we standardized our three workstations. We determined we needed two 
shelves for our boxes and materials. We put incoming packages and outgoing packages on the floor and labeled 
the area so that as things begin to move out of alignment, we can easily see it and correct it. 

We added two areas to our layout.  In the incoming package area, we placed an urgent designation area on the 
left side of the area. This allows us to see items that possess a higher priority and need to be expedited through 
the area. The other area we added is the incomplete area. We placed three boxes in the incomplete area that are 
missing information or are otherwise not ready to be shipped. We labeled the incomplete area so that we can 
clearly see the boxes which need more work before they are ready to be shipped. 

Here’s a spaghetti diagram of someone using the new layout. If we compare this to the spaghetti diagram from 
the original layout, you can see that we have made quite an improvement in the amount of motion wasted. 
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Section 7: The Fifth S: Sustain 

The Fifth S: Sustaining 

 
 
The definition of sustaining is practicing and repeating these 5S disciplines until they become second nature. 

The goal of the sustaining step is to establish a culture of competence. It burns the disciplines into everyone’s 
organizational memory. It also shortens training cycles for new employees. When you have a standardized area 
that's sustained, it's a lot easier for new people to come to the area and understand what's expected of them. 

The sustain step makes use of many tips and tools that you can use. Make sure that each zone has someone 
responsible for keeping that zone 5Sed. Use zone charts to make sure everyone has a zone, and every zone has 
someone.  You can use a 5S radar chart to assess how well you are performing the 5S’s. Use checklists and 
photographs. One very good use for photographs is to use them in supply cabinets. You can document the 
perfect supply cabinet set up with a photograph. Print and laminate the photo, then paste it on the inside door. 
You can also document schedules and peer reviews in similar fashion.   
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Your 5S Campaign: Sustaining 

 
 
Here is our layout again. Once we have the zones defined, we can begin to define who is responsible for each 
one. Therefore, if we have nonconformance to 5S standards in an area, we'll know to whom we must go to 
understand how to rectify the problem. How would you create the four accountability zones? 
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Accountability Zones 

 
 
Now, we’ll show you where we put our four zones. The first thing you'll notice is that there is no area left 
unaccounted for.  

Next, assign the chores. 
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The 5S Radar Chart 

 
 
Let’s discuss the 5S radar chart. As you can see, each of the 5Ss is listed on five axes. The goal state is identified 
in red, and the current state is outlined in green. There are many ways to use the 5S radar chart. 

As we mentioned earlier, sometimes it's useful to have different areas rate each other’s performance. A 5S radar 
chart gives us a good assessment tool to know just how we're doing with 5S as we work to sustain the program. 
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Measurement Levels 

 
 
5S measurement levels can be modified to meet your workplace needs. Each step of the 5Ss, progresses from 
level 1 to level 5. This visual gives an example of how each of these scores should be assigned. 
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How Did We Score? 

 
 
How did we score? We feel that our sorting rated a level 4. The cleaning schedules and responsibilities were 
documented and followed. We gave ourselves a 5 on storage. We can retrieve items in 30 seconds or less. We 
gave ourselves a 4 in shining. The work area is clean, and inspection and restocking is done daily. In standardize, 
we need to improve our methods for area arrangements and practices. Finally, we feel we scored a 4 in 
sustaining. The frequency of problems is filled in with each root cause for a problem and each corrective action 
we took. 
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Other Tools 

 
 

There are other visual tools that will help us sustain 5S. The first is the zone chart.  A radar chart shows how we 
score against sustaining the 5Ss. The radar chart could be assessed on a weekly or monthly basis. A cross 
training matrix used for the four individuals who are responsible for each of the zones shows where their skill 
competencies are and challenges them to grow in other areas. Finally, performance charts may be used for 
tracking our process metrics. We can chart the overnight dollars and on-time ship percentage. 
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Section 8: Closing Thoughts 

Getting Leadership Involved 

 
 
One way that you can help your 5S deployment sustain momentum, is by gaining the support of your executives 
and middle managers. Many managers take ‘status strolls’ through the company on a daily basis. To get 
management involved, just allow them to watch this eLearning module to understand the powerful benefits of 
Lean and then they will better understand what’s in it for them. 
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Why Don't We Do It? 

 
 
We close out our 5S module with the question, “Why don't we apply 5S?” Well, there are many reasons. First, our 
worst habits as human beings get in the way of our best intentions. Often, we hurry in order to expedite things and 
don't sustain the 5S workplace. Secondly, 5S requires discipline and organization, and discipline exists with 
leadership. If you do not have executive sponsorship for a 5S program, it will most certainly fail. 
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Summary 

 
 
In this module, you conducted a 5S event. The first thing you did was sorting. All items in the area were sorted by 
day, week, or month according to the frequency of their use. You red-tagged items that were used infrequently 
and moved them to a holding area. 

Then you stored items that were used infrequently, and you right-sized all the storage areas. You created an 
“incomplete” location for items with missing information, and you created labels for every different type of 
materials stored. 

In the shining step, you scrubbed everything. You repainted the aisles and repaired the overhead lights, which 
allowed us to take the floor lamps out of the area. 

In the standardize step, you labeled markings on both the tables, as well as the floor, to mark locations for 
equipment and tools. You identified an inbox priority for expedited materials. Reorder limits were set on supply 
shelves and in storage spaces under the tables. Visual skills metrics allowed you to cross train employees on all 
the responsibilities and jobs in the area. 

As you arrived at the sustaining step, you constructed 5S zone charts and radar charts, and you put visual metrics 
in place to help maintain our 5Ss. 
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A Hidden Error 

 
 
When we started this module, the state of disorder in the area hid a major error. The major error is these three 
incomplete boxes. The abnormalities just didn’t stick out.  However, after the area was 5Sed, immediately you can 
recognize that the three boxes were incomplete because, now, you have them in the incomplete zone. 


