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Take a walk around a factory pursuing lean manufacturing methods, and you’ll see shadow 
boards indicating where tools should be hung and tape outlines on the floors showing precisely 
where equipment should sit. These factories are implement the lean tool of “5S,” which 
essentially means “a place for everything, and everything in its place.” 5S has two purposes: to 
make it easy to find what you need, and to surface abnormalities—for example, a machine 
leaking oil, or a pile of stripped screws.  
 
Unfortunately, when 5S is brought into an office, it’s usually a heavy-handed, purposeless 
parody of the original tool. Kyocera Corporation, for example, employs a “5S inspector” to 
ensure that workers keep their desks and offices neat, organized, and aesthetically uniform: 
sweaters can't hang on the backs of chairs, and the only decorations allowed on cabinets are 
official company plaques or certificates. As you might imagine, this kind of mandate breeds 
cynicism and resentment. After all, knowledge workers seldom lose their computers amidst the 
clutter of paper on their desks. 
 
In order to make 5S relevant to the knowledge worker, it’s essential to translate—not transfer—
5S to the world of information. Doing so enables you to avoid these three significant problems: 
 
1. Wasted time and effort: People waste enormous amounts of time simply looking for and 
manipulating data. Years ago, I worked at an athletic footwear company where the product line 
managers were responsible for creating and maintaining “The Book,” a 3-inch binder of every 
possible bit of data related to every shoe in their category. It took several weeks to prepare The 
Book, and a significant amount of time each week just to maintain it. Most of that effort was 
waste, as neither the PLMs nor the top management ever looked at anything other than three or 
four key metrics. (On the plus side, the storage room had the look of a really impressive library.)   
Another example: the nurses at the Covenant Health System in Texas spent six hours out of 
every twelve-hour shift (50%!) filling out paperwork. Not only did they have an enormous 
variety of forms to complete, every form was laid out differently, making it  unnecessarily time-
consuming and laborious to fill them out. 
 
2. Decision paralysis: A division president and her senior team at one consumer products firm 
has to sort through so many reports that by the time she gets a picture of performance, it’s too 
late to take action. At pre-Alan Mullaly Ford, different performance numbers were used for 
different audiences, with the result that “truth came in many different flavors,” and no one knew 
what the real condition was or how to address it. Too much data makes it difficult to glean the 
critical information and make timely decisions.
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3. High “frazzle factor”: struggling to find the information you need for an urgent client 
meeting or presentation creates an enormous amount of stress. A group of radiologists I worked 
with at a major cancer center struggled to create training presentations because they could never 
find the digital images they needed on their computers—they were so cluttered with obsolete, 
poorly organized files that they had to continually re-create presentations they had developed 
only a few months earlier. The frazzle factor ratcheted up each week at one of my previous 
employers, when my colleagues and I often had to sift through the most recent ziggurat of 
reports to find the data that the executive team unexpectedly decided they needed for their 
weekly meeting.  
 
Given the pressures on all managers’ time and cognitive capacity, all organizations need to 
consider how they can apply 5S to the information they create and store. These three steps will 
help you begin the process: 
 
1. Separate “working files” from “reference files.” Working files are ones that have frequent 
or predictable retrieval. Reference files have infrequent or unpredictable retrieval. You’ll find 
that the Pareto Principle applies to the information you manage: working files account for 80% 
of your work but only 20% of the volume. Separate them from reference items, and you’ll have 
easy and quick access to the information you use most. This holds true for both paper and 
electronic files, as evidenced by the radiologists I mentioned earlier. 
 
2. Examine all current reports. Cull the obsolete, confusing, or irrelevant ones. You’ll be 
surprised at how many reports are on autopilot and are no longer serving the function for which 
they were originally designed. Simplify and standardize forms and reports. Put key information 
in the same place.  
 
3. Talk to your (internal) customers. Ask your internal customers what they’re doing to do 
with the information you give them. You may find that you’re giving them more than they need, 
or that there’s a simpler and more user-friendly way to present the information they want. 
Determine what essential metrics (probably only 3-5) or KPIs the company needs on a 
weekly/monthly basis to manage the business, and forget about the rest.  
 
4. Consider alternative forms. There’s no magic to an 87-slide PowerPoint deck or an 87-line 
spreadsheet. An A3 report, for example, is an elegantly concise format for presenting a business 
case or solving thorny product development problems. Daily stand-up meetings can also alleviate 
the need for long, monthly status update presentations and the accompanying materials.  
 
The amount of data available to you is exploding. Implementing information 5S is an easy and 
inexpensive way to help keep the signal-to-noise ratio high.  
 
 
 

(Like this newsletter? Read my weekly blog post here: http://goo.gl/2SXM9) 


