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 Finding success with 6S 
 
A people-first approach to a classic tool 

Implementing 6S, the lean strategy for reducing waste and optimizing efficiency in a 
manufacturing environment, is more than just creating work protocols that people must 
follow. Because that’s the thing about people: If they don’t know the “why,” they are less 
likely to buy in to any initiative, especially one that requires significant changes in the 
way they work and think, simply because they “must.” 

Building a culture around 6S is the key to preventing it from becoming the latest flavor-

of-the-month workplace initiative. But the question is, how? It turns out, the answer is 

right in front of you. 

What is 6S? 

Don’t be fooled by the new name. Like 5S, 6S is a system of workplace standardization 

and organization that originated in Japan. Its purpose is to create a clean and well-

ordered workplace in order to minimize error and reduce waste. But, of course, there’s 

more to it than that. 

6S is composed of the following elements: 

 

 1S: Sort. Determine what equipment is needed and what is not. Recycle, sell, or 

otherwise dispose of unneeded items by way of a red tag system. 

 

 2S: Set in order. After sorting, organize what’s left to minimize wasted mental and 

physical energy and potential error. Use shadow boards and tape-outs to give visual 

cues where tools and equipment belong, or where activities must take place. 

 

 3S: Shine and inspect. Cleaning the remaining equipment, tools, and spaces 

provides the opportunity to assess and benchmark their current state, easily identify 

future maintenance needs, and prevent the chance of contamination or failure. A 

root cause analysis as part of a corrective and preventive action (CAPA) process 

can help identify and solve cleanliness issues. Set expectations by determining 

cleaning assignments, schedules, and methods. 

 

https://www.mastercontrol.com/capa-software/capa?source=pr-sb5
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 4S: Standardize. Develop and apply clear, simple, and visual standards for doing 

work, including procedures for how to maintain the first three elements of 6S. Similar 

to the previous element, this creates a benchmark of the current state of work 

procedures, and allows for easily identifying when something is amiss or needs 

attention. Common standardization tools include a standardized work chart, 

standardized work combination table, and production capacity sheet. 

 

 5S: Sustain. Promote, communicate, and train on the ideas of 6S to support 

continued commitment to the program. Report boards, establishing a group of 

champions from various areas, conducting internal audits, and fun contests are all 

ways to encourage participation. 

 

 6S: Safety. Create an environment that promotes the physical and mental safety of 

employees, from providing personal protective equipment and following 

lockout/tagout protocols, to fostering teamwork and building trust through mentorship 

programs, quality circles, and more. 

 

Safety: The missing link to lean success 

Perhaps it’s a happy coincidence that 6S and success sound exactly alike, or perhaps 

it’s no coincidence at all. Regardless, it’s an easy way to remember that the sixth S itself 

is the key to successfully implementing a lean 6S program: 5S + safety = 6S or 

“success.” 

Inherently, and in contrast to the other five elements, safety is about people. In fact, it’s 

the second most basic human need, according to Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, after 

life-sustaining physiological needs like food, water, and shelter. 

Safety as the sixth S sends a strong and immediate signal to workers that they are at 

the center of the initiative. This emphasis on the human element is largely missing from 

traditional 5S, at least as it is typically perceived by workers, often due to poor 

communication and follow-through on the part of those responsible for the program. 

It turns out, safety is the glue that holds the 6S program together. 

What is safety? 

Most manufacturers know and enforce basic physical safety measures, such as 

personal protective equipment (PPE), job hazard analysis (JHA), reviewed and current 
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standard operating procedures (SOPs), lockout/tagout (LOTO), safety data sheets 

(SDSs), and safety signs and symbols. 

 

But in the context of lean 6S, safety refers to both physical and mental well-being. 

Workers who are empowered with the knowledge and equipment to perform their jobs 

safely will subconsciously feel safer, leading to increased engagement in their work and 

attentiveness to their tasks. 

 

A sense of mental safety is created and strengthened by: 

 

 Exhibiting good leadership characteristics, such as calmness, happiness, 

confidence, and courage, and encouraging those characteristics in others 

 Implementing mentorship programs 

 Building friendships 

 Facilitating teamwork 

 Engendering trust 

 

The relationship between safety and quality 

It might not seem obvious, but there is a direct correlation between safety and quality. 

A physical safety program prevents at-risk behaviors, injuries, missed workdays, and 

even fatalities. A mental safety program prevents decreased motivation, morale, 

creativity, and confidence; frustration, disengagement, and reduced productivity; 

performance and attendance issues; and negative attrition. 

Implementing a safety program according to 6S frees up employees’ time and energy to 

focus on their work, resulting in a more motivated and attentive workforce, less human 

error, fewer human-caused defects, and less overall scrap. 

Leading safety in your organization 

Keep these guiding principles in mind when implementing and sustaining a successful 

6S program: 

 Leaders set the tone; they drive safety. 

 Anyone, in any position, can be a leader. 

 Expertise in a discipline or business area does not automatically make someone a 

leader. 

https://www.mastercontrol.com/sop-standard-operating-procedure/?source=pr-sb5
https://www.mastercontrol.com/training_software/safety_systems.html?source=pr-sb5
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 When people feel safe, they are more likely to work together to overcome a 

challenge or reach a goal. 

 The natural reaction of people who feel safe is to trust and cooperate. 

 There is a direct link between safety and quality. 

 

Safety managers, lean coaches, and quality managers alike should take a vested 

interest in implementing and sustaining a 6S program in their organizations. While it’s 

easy to think of 6S as boxes that need to be checked, a closer look reveals it can have 

meaningful effects beyond the obvious. When executed properly—with people in 

mind—the 6S initiative can be an instrument for real cultural change, leading to 

increased employee morale and performance, a reduction in human-caused defects, 

and a sustained improvement in quality. 
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Readers may please note that D. L. Shah Trust brings out two e-journals on a 
fortnightly basis. These are mailed to those persons or institutions who are 
desirous of receiving them: 
 
These two e-journals are: 
1. Safety Info                  
2. Quality Info 
 
If you or your friends or colleagues wish to receive these journals, you may send 
us an email requesting for the same. There is no charge for these journals. Our e-
mail address is: 
 
dlshahtrust@yahoo.co.in  or haritaneja@hotmail.com or dlshahtrust@gmail.com 
 
You can also access these journals on our website: www.dlshahtrust.org  
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