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The most fundamental tool for deploying lean in the laboratory or any other work environment is 
basic housekeeping, also known as “5S.”  Derived from the Japanese method of performing 
housekeeping in a factory setting, 5S involves a series of steps for cleaning the work area in order to 
improve and enhance workflow.  Figure 1 shows the Japanese terms for the components of the 5S 
process along with the English translation of those terms. 
 

Figure 1:  5S Terminology 

Step Japanese Literal Translation English 
Step 1 Seiri Clearing Up Sorting 
Step 2 Seiton Organizing Straightening 
Step 3 Seiso Cleaning Shining 
Step 4 Seketsu Standardizing Standardizing 
Step 5 Shitsuke Training and Discipline Sustaining 

 
The Value of 5S 
 
There are many benefits to performing 5S.  First and foremost, 5S ensures the cleanliness of the 
workplace:  there is a place for everything, and everything is in its place.  Frequently used items are 
kept on hand in the work area, infrequently used items are stored away from the work area, and 
unnecessary items are discarded.  Additionally, 5S provides a crucial starting point for process 
improvement, offering a firm foundation upon which further gains can be built and sustained.  It 
must be noted, however, that the strength of 5S is contingent upon the commitment of employees and 
the organization to maintaining it. 
 
Elements of the 5S Process 
 
As outlined in Figure 1 above, the 5S process consists of several complementary activities.  These 
activities include: 
 

 Sorting:  The first step in the process is to sort through the work area and keep only what is 
necessary.  Materials, tools, equipment, and supplies that are not frequently used should be 
moved to a separate common storage area.  Items that are not used should be discarded.  
Figure 2 illustrates the sorting process. 

 
 Straightening:  The next step is to organize, arrange, and identify everything in the work area 

to facilitate efficient and effective retrieval of items and the return of each to its proper place. 
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 Shining:  Once the work space–whether it is an individual work area or the entire facility–has 
been sorted and organized, it needs to be kept that way.  This requires regular cleaning of the 
area or, to use the 5S terminology, “shining” things up. 

 
 Standardizing:  To ensure that the first three steps in the 5S program continue to be effective, 

the next step is standardizing (or simplifying) practices. 
 
 Sustaining:  Lastly, the organization must continue training and maintain the standards set by 

completion of the first four activities. 
 

Figure 2:  The Fundamentals of Sorting 
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5S Before and After 
 
The pictures below show a supply room before and after sorting and straightening.  As you can see, 
completion of these 5S process steps results in a much more organized space that contributes to 
improved workflow. 

 
Figure 3:  Supply Room Sorting 
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5S Summary Guidelines 
 
5S is an integral first step in lean improvement.  By following the key guidelines below, an 
organization can make 5S an integral and effective part of its operations: 
 

1. Take pictures of the current situation to use for comparison after 5S is in place. 
2. Eliminate unnecessary items from the workplace. 
3. Develop cleaning standards that answer the questions, “Who?”, “What?”, “Where?”, and 

“When?” 
4. Identify cleaning targets such as storage areas, areas around equipment, and others. 
5. Formulate clear cleaning instructions. 
6. Develop daily, weekly, and monthly schedules for cleaning. 
7. Follow cleaning checklists and audit compliance through inspection tours. 
8. Use visual “one-step” marking to organize items and ensure they are returned to their proper 

places. 
9. Make 5S a habit by reinforcing it daily. 

   
 
For more information, please call us at (800) 860-5454, ext. 453, or visit www.chisolutionsinc.com.  
 


