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Instead of studying the “3 Rs,”
take a look at the the “5 Ss.” 5-S “is
a strategy for creating a clean, safe
and orderly work environment and
establishing the disciplined routines
necessary to maintain it,” notes
Douglas Rabeneck, a productivity
consultant for H. B.
Maynard and Company
Inc., in Pittsburgh. 

In addition, the sig-
nificant results that can
be achieved by imple-
menting 5-S “get every-
body so involved and interested in
improvement that it changes the
culture of the organization,” he says.

As a result, “implementing 
5-S is a great way to get buy-in,
involve people in making changes
to their operation, and show them
the results of their efforts.” Here’s
a look at 5-S and how it works.

The five tactics

5-S is “a systematic way to
improve the work environment”
that can be implemented virtually
anywhere — at home, in the office,
and in the warehouse. It can be
implemented by one individual or
by a team throughout an entire dis-
tribution center, Rabeneck explains.
Simply put, 5-S is “a powerful dis-
cipline for changing the workplace
and influencing how individuals
approach the workplace.”

5-S, which originated in Japan,

was one of the techniques used so
successfully in the Toyota Prod-
uction System. The name comes
from the names of the five tactics,
each of which begins with “S.”

• Sort & Remove — During
this stage, everything available to

do the work in a particu-
lar area is sorted through,
and each item — whether
inventory, packaging
materials, or tools and
equipment — is evaluated
as to whether or not it’s

needed. Items that are not needed
are tagged and moved to a “hold-
ing area” until they can be further
evaluated and disposed of. 

This “spring cleaning” can yield
all kinds of surprises. One company,
for example, discovered that it had
2.5 years’ worth of demand for a
particular part that was taking up
valuable space in the DC. 

• Shine & Inspect — Once the
clutter is gone from the work area,
the next step is to restore equipment
and work surfaces to “like new” con-
dition. This tactic is designed to cre-
ate a more pleasant work environ-
ment and to get equipment and
tools in tip-top shape.

• Set Locations and Visual
Cues — This tactic organizes the
workspace with storage locations
clearly identified for each item
that’s required. The locations
should be close to the point of use,

easy to reach, and labeled with
visual cues or markings that
clearly indicate where the item
belongs. “The goal is to create an
efficient workplace that visually
speaks to the associates so order
can be easily maintained,”
Rabeneck explains. 

• System-a-tize — The pur-
pose of this tactic is to “deter-
mine what it takes to keep the
environment clean and orderly,”
Rabeneck says, and to establish
the routines that will keep the
order maintained. 

• Stay the Course — This
tactic involves checks and moti-
vators that keep the 5-S spirit
and commitment alive until the
new way of working becomes
habitual. It includes setting goals
and establishing rewards. For
example, when Maynard imple-
mented 5-S at its own offices, it
established a three-tier rating
system. Individuals received a gift
certificate to a restaurant when
they completed the first S, when
they had completed the first
three Ss, and when they had sys-
tematized and maintained the
new way of working.

Putting 5-S to work

The first step in implementing
5-S, Rabeneck says, is to select a
champion for the project. This
may be an overall project champi-
on, usually a management person.

5-S organizational approach helps improve workplace productivity

One warehouse
uncovered a two
and a half years’
supply of one part.
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There may also be a site champion
or pilot area champion who is often
an associate. The champion is part
of a core implementation team
(CIT), which is trained in the 5-S
tactics and coordinates the grass
roots effort, according to Rabeneck.

Deciding where to implement
5-S in the DC or warehouse is

next. One automobile parts distrib-
utor, for example, elected to focus
on its small-package shipping area.
“It was very disorganized, messy,
and people were using old informa-
tion to make shipping decisions,”
Rabeneck says. Through the 5-S
process, obsolete material was
removed and the shipping area was

cleaned and reorganized. 
“The company was so im-

pressed with the benefits, improve-
ments, and change in employee
attitude, that they ended up train-
ing 45 people in 5-S and are now
doing projects in multiple DCs,”
Rabeneck reports.
www.hbmaynard.com. DCM
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