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6S tool 

Did you know? Commonly this tool is known as 5S but recently 
an additional ‘S’ for ‘safety’ has been added so you may now 
find it called by either 5S or 6S! 

What is it? 

6S is a visual system for improvement that helps create and 

maintain an organised, clean, high performance workspace. It 

forms the basis for Standard work, which enables you to 

measure improvement and it aligns with the Plan-Do-Check-Act 

cycle.  

 

Figure 1: 6S tool – Sift, 
Sort, Sweep, 
Standardise, Sustain 
and Safety 

 

 

 

There are six steps: 

1. Sift: discard unnecessary items and identify everything else ready for sorting (red tag) 

2. Sort: put things in their designated places for ease of retrieval processes 

3. Sweep: develop a regular routine to organise and clean to the Standards 

4. Standardise: formalise the new practices 

5. Sustain: track and monitor adherence to the other 5S  

6. Safety: stay safe from risk and ensure that all locations, and practices are safe and secure 

 

Benefits at a glance…. 

 enhances the workspace 
environment by streamlining tasks 
and reducing waste in a simple and 
effective way 

 removes frustration by leaving you 
with only the items that you need 
to carry out the task 

 results in frequently used tools and 
resources being arranged in 
standard locations for consistent 
and easy access, whether desk 
items or shared electronic files 

 gives everyone a chance to provide 
creative input on how their 
workspace is organised 

 improves communication and 
increases the ability to work well as 
a team which can boost morale 
 
 

 

Design & Test 
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When to use it? 

Physical workspace organisation 
6S is not a new concept. Historically, nowhere has it been more important to conserve space and 

promote tidiness than on-board a ship. This very apt quote from 1841 is by ship’s captain and author 

Frederick Marryat ‘In a well-conducted man-of-war everything is in its place, and there is a place for 

everything’. 

Involving the whole team, 6S activity can be planned to tackle untidy workspaces, cluttered desks 

and communal areas. By removing, amongst other things, legacy paperwork and redundant or 

broken equipment and putting things in designated places, it becomes easier to spot problems when 

it is immediately obvious that things are out of place.   

 

 

 

 

 

6S activity has recently been carried out on the Ashmolean Museum shop stock locations, the 

Bodleian Admissions stationery cupboard and the Focus Team office workspace.

 

Figure 2: The Focus Office stationery cupboard ‘before’, ‘during’ and ‘after’ 6S is 
applied 

2. Storing and retrieving electronic information 
Whilst we are faced with a plethora of systems for storing and retrieving electronic information, we 

often struggle to find either what we’re looking for or where to store the documents we are working 

on and we end implementing our own interim solutions which can hinder us in working effectively. 

Using the 6S tool to manage electronic files can additionally benefit teams and individuals in terms 

of saving time; duplication of effort and re-working or correcting information. 

Using a team-based approach, 6S has recently been applied to University SharePoint sites; a shared 

Outlook email Inbox and a shared g: drive. 6S can also be applied by individuals to personal drives; 

virtual desktops; email accounts and cloud storage accounts. 

Case study: ‘Put it away at the end of the day’. This tagline emerged from IT Services’ Programme & 

Projects Delivery Group’s (PPDG) recent use of the approach to tidy-up their offices and communal 

areas. It saw 120 colleagues rolling up their sleeves in a team effort that not only improved their 

working environment but also saved them £10,000. 

https://focus.admin.ox.ac.uk/
https://focus.admin.ox.ac.uk/article/how-tidy-saved-ps10k
https://focus.admin.ox.ac.uk/article/how-tidy-saved-ps10k
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How to use it? 

The approach is broadly similar for physical workspaces as it is for virtual ones. 

Capture the situation as it is now 
 Start by collecting data on performance issues and visual evidence as it is important to be 

able to capture the baseline so that continuous improvement can measured 

 Document the scale of the task. This is especially important for electronic files where this 

may not be immediately obvious visually 

Warning. Ensure that a ‘team-based approach’ is used to apply 6S to both physical and virtual 
workspaces otherwise there may be unintended consequences where items colleagues require are 
inadvertently moved/removed/deleted and to help ensure everyone buys into the standard 

Phase 1 
Get rid of the junk and stop working around it!  

 Sift - use ‘Red Tags’ (real or virtual) to identify unnecessary items and 

arrange for their relocation/disposal 

 

Phase 2 
Explore the rest of 6S to create an action plan and agreement for a system that ensures a place for 

everything and everything stays in its place. 

 Sort – put items in their agreed designated places for ease of reach whenever they are 

required 

 Sweep - clean up and tidy/scan items at regular intervals 

 Standardise - involve the whole team in agreeing a Standard Operating Procedure (SOP)  

and document it and make it visible 

 Sustain – agree on a regular audit cycle and review the results and SOP looking to 

continuously improve the process and make everything is staying in its place! 

 Safety  - check for any Health & Safety requirements or GPDR and data breaches for 

electronic files 

 

 

‘A place for everything and everything in its place’ 

Various 
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