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Tools and Knowledge:  Your Management Survival Kit 
 
New Year’s Resolution:  Clean and Organize Using the Lean 5S Colored Dot Exercise  
Anne T. Daley, MS, CMQOE, CSSBB, CLC, MT, DLM 
 
As we all celebrate the New Year, most work environments can benefit from a resolution to be more 
organized and efficient.  If this is one of your New Year’s resolutions, the following article explains an 
exercise that is a favorite of Lean Boot Camp participants. 
 
Originating in Japan, 5S is the most fundamental Lean tool that is used to clean a work area in order to 
improve workflow efficiency and effectiveness.  The “S’s” translated from Japanese to English stand for 
Sort, Straighten, Shine, Standardize, and Sustain.  5S is the building block for all other Lean activities. 
 
The Lean 5S Colored Dot Exercise supplements the traditional 5S series of housekeeping steps to create a 
visual awareness of excess materials or inventory within a work space.  This exercise is designed to: 

 Increase process efficiency and workspace utilization by people and materials. 
 Improve inventory control and reduce workstation clutter. 
 Increase employee engagement and satisfaction with work environment. 
 
Supplies Needed:  Colored dots in green, yellow, blue, and red (e.g., Avery 3/4" Diameter Color-coding 
Dot Labels in green, yellow, blue, and red; available individually or in multi-colored packages). 
 
Simple Four-step Approach: 
 
1. Assign criteria to each color depending upon frequency of use, such as: 

  Green - Use daily or multiple times per week.  Must remain at workstation; workflow 
interrupted if not readily available (no travel steps).  Examples are centrifuge balance tubes, test 
tube racks, and high-volume supplies accessed at least once per shift. 

  Yellow - Use weekly, or critical when needed.  Needs to be close to the workstation; utilize often 
to once a week (few travel steps; not in immediate work area but close).  Examples are SOP/ 
reference manuals, common supplies that need replenishing each day or week, some reagent 
storage areas, and refrigerators. 

  Blue - Rarely used.  Does not need to be close to workstation; utilize rarely but needs to be 
accessible (travel outside of primary area acceptable).  Examples are instrument printouts and older 
instrument maintenance and QC records; clerical supplies such as hanging files and binders can be 
placed in storage areas.  

  Red - Never used.  Just taking up valuable space; item could be placed in long-term storage, 
sold, or discarded.  Examples are old equipment, maintenance and QC from discontinued 
procedures, expired supplies, and outdated reference materials. 



©2010 Chi Solutions, Inc.  Proprietary and Confidential. 

2. Distribute dots to employees for placement within a specified area.  Explain that multiple colors can be 
placed on the same item depending on different individual interpretation, variation between shift 
workflows, or personal use—that’s acceptable and will stimulate discussion and consensus.  Caution:  
Always communicate to employees prior to starting the exercise to avoid confusion.  One organization 
learned the hard way:  all dots were removed by the second shift staff and placed on the manager’s 
door! 

 
3. Allow placement of dots for approximately one week before taking any action, as it allows time for 

most employees on all shifts to participate. 
 
4. Implement the desired changes and ENJOY the improved workplace!  The following is an example of 

how one laboratory was able to free up a significant amount of counter space in a busy work station. 
 

Figure 1:  Using 5S to Increase Work Space 
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By identifying excess inventory in a methodical way and avoiding the common “just in case” or “minimize 
the hassle of ordering supplies” mindset, many laboratories have experienced significant cost reductions.  
With increasing pressure from senior leadership to control costs, applying 5S to your inventory is sure to 
attract some positive attention.   
 
By using the Lean 5S Colored Dot exercise, you will also create a more efficient work space that increases 
employee engagement and satisfaction.  We wish you a successful and organized New Year! 
 
 
For more information, please call us at (800) 860-5454, ext. 453, or visit www.chisolutionsinc.com.  


