
 
A place for everything and everything in its place. Lean 5S  

 
When I visit associates to learn how they do their work, I notice that most of us keep several 
programs open on your computer desktops. These are the programs we use all the time – it is a 
lot easier just to click the button on the bottom of your screen to move from one program to 
another than it is to click through Start and Programs and then scroll around looking for the 
application you need, isn’t it?  
That’s the idea behind another Lean technique called 5S. 5S is a step-by-step approach to 
determining what we need to do our jobs, where it should be stored, and how we’re going to 
keep things neat and organized. The 5Ss are Sort, Straighten, Shine, Standardize, and Sustain.  
 
Sort means going through all the things we have in our work area and sorting them into stacks 

for “use all the time”, “use sometimes”, and “don’t’ need at all”. At home, for example, the 
everyday glasses and dishes you probably have in your kitchen cabinets are “use all the time”, 
while the big roasting pan that holds the holiday turkey is likely “use sometimes”. And the baby 
bottles that once belonged to your now-14 year old child are probably “don’t need at all” at this 
point.  
 
Straighten is the next step. Once we’ve sorted everything we can straighten it up and put things 

where they should be. The everyday dishes and glasses need to be in a convenient cabinet, 
hopefully close to the door to the dining room so setting the table is quick and easy. The 
roasting pan can go up on the top shelf that’s hard to reach since you only use it a couple times 
a year. And the baby bottles? Time to break down and send them to Goodwill®, isn’t it?  
 
Shine helps us to keep things neat and clean. Once we’re organized and have only those things 

we need nearby, it’s a good idea to dust, polish, and shine the area. This makes it easier to see 
that we have everything we need and that it is ready for use.  
 
Standardize means to set up all workstations that do the same work in the same way. Each 

person in a department doing the same work needs the same programs, information, access, 
etc. So setting all the stations up the same makes it easy to see if someone is missing 
something critical.  
 
Sustain is the last and often most difficult part of 5S. If you have (or had) young children, you 
probably already understand this. Once you finally get them to clean up their room how long 
does it stay that way? Without a way to sustain the improvement things will quickly revert back 
to disorganized chaos. In 5S we can sustain with checklists, daily routines, periodic audits, or 
any other approach that follows up to make sure we maintain the changes.  
 
What 5S isn’t. People newly introduced to 5S often fear that it will take away all their 

individuality. “You mean I can’t have photos of my family on my desk any more because I don’t 
need them to do my work?” Absolutely not. 5S is about creating a comfortable, efficient, 
organized workplace. There is certainly room for personal items that make that space pleasant 
and welcoming.  
 
5S can also be used very effectively to organize computer drives, file storage systems, and 

other “virtual” aspects of our environment. 5S events are normally conducted with a team made 

up of the folks who work in the area and can usually be completed in just a few hours or 

perhaps a day at most. 


