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Why the Workplace Is the Starting Point for Everything 
 

Walk into two factories making identical products. The machines are the same. The materials are the 
same. The people have comparable experience. But one factory feels different the moment you step 
through the door. The floors are clean. Every tool has a clearly marked home. The aisles are 
unobstructed and delineated. Status boards are current and readable from ten feet away. You can tell 
at a glance what is happening, whether things are on track, and what needs attention. 

 

The other factory is not a disaster — it functions, mostly. But finding a specific tool takes several 
minutes. Inventory accumulates in corners and aisles. Similar-looking components sit side by side in 
ways that invite mix-ups. Cleaning is done when someone notices something is dirty, which means it is 
rarely deep. Workstations look different from each other in ways that suggest each operator organized 
their own space according to their own system. There is no shared standard. 

 

The quality, productivity, safety, and morale metrics of these two facilities will differ — reliably, 
predictably, and significantly. Not because one has better people or better machines, but because the 
physical and organizational environment either supports or sabotages the work. The first facility has 
mastered workplace organization. The second has not. 

 

The 7S methodology — Sort, Set in Order, Shine, Standardize, Sustain, Safety, and Security — is the 
world's most widely used and most thoroughly validated framework for creating and maintaining 
workplaces that support excellent work. It emerged from Japanese manufacturing practice and was 
refined through decades of application at Toyota. It has since been applied in healthcare, construction, 
food production, financial services, laboratories, data centers, and offices of every kind. Its principles 
are universal because the challenge they address — creating order in environments where entropy is 
the natural tendency — is universal. 

 

This guide covers the complete intellectual history of 7S, the detailed theory and practice of each pillar, 
the activity systems by which 7S is driven and sustained, the audit frameworks by which 7S status is 
honestly assessed, and the management systems by which 7S becomes a permanent organizational 
discipline. It includes full treatment of the two extended pillars — Safety (6th S) and Security (7th S) — 
in the depth they deserve. 

 

🏭  The 7S Principle: The physical state of the workplace is not a reflection of the organization's 

culture — it IS the organization's culture, made visible. A workplace that is consistently clean, orderly, 
safe, and secure is a workplace whose people have shared standards, shared discipline, and shared 
pride. You cannot have excellent processes in a chaotic environment. Fix the environment first. 
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Section 1: History and Philosophy of 7S 
 

The 7S framework did not arrive fully formed. It evolved through decades of industrial practice, 
theoretical refinement, and practical validation — most significantly within Toyota and the broader 
Toyota Production System ecosystem. Understanding its history illuminates why it is designed the way 
it is, and why the sequence of the S's matters. 

 

Post-War Japanese Industrial Reconstruction 
 

The intellectual foundation of 5S (from which 7S develops) lies in post-World War II Japan's industrial 
reconstruction. Japan's industrial base had been nearly destroyed. The challenge was not merely to 
rebuild production capacity but to build it on a fundamentally different quality and efficiency foundation. 
Japanese manufacturers, guided by figures including W. Edwards Deming, Joseph Juran, and their 
own engineers and managers, developed a comprehensive approach to quality and production 
efficiency. 

 

A key insight from this period was that the physical organization of the workplace was not a cosmetic 
concern but a fundamental quality issue. Disorder generated variation. Variation generated defects. 
Defects generated cost. The chain of causation ran clearly from the condition of the workplace to the 
quality of the output. 

 

Toyota and the Formalization of 5S 
 

Toyota's development of the Toyota Production System (TPS) in the 1950s–1970s, under the 
intellectual leadership of Taiichi Ohno and Shigeo Shingo, placed workplace organization at the 
foundation of the broader production system. The logic was direct: just-in-time production — delivering 
exactly the right material in exactly the right quantity at exactly the right time — required a workplace 
organized so that any deviation from the standard was immediately visible. In a disordered workplace, 
abnormalities are invisible; in an ordered one, they stand out. 

 

Hiroyuki Hirano's work — particularly his five-volume 5 Pillars of the Visual Workplace (translated to 
English in 1995) — provided the first comprehensive Western-accessible treatment of the 5S 
framework and established the English-language vocabulary (Sort, Set in Order, Shine, Standardize, 
Sustain) that has become standard in Lean practice worldwide. 

 

The Evolution to 6S, 7S, and Beyond 
 

The classic 5S framework evolved in parallel in several directions as practitioners identified gaps. The 
most significant and widely adopted extension is the addition of Safety as a 6th S — recognizing that a 



 

6 | P a g e  
 

truly excellent workplace is also a safe workplace, and that safety behaviors and conditions require the 
same systematic, audited, standards-based management that the other five pillars receive. 

 

The further extension to 7S with Security as the 7th S reflects the growing importance of information 
security, asset protection, and access control in modern workplaces. Protection of intellectual property, 
control of access to hazardous materials, physical security of equipment and data, and protection of 
employee personal information are now relevant in virtually every industry. The 7th S provides a 
structured framework for integrating security into the workplace management discipline that 7S 
provides. 

 

The 7S Philosophy: Why It Works 
 

The 7S framework is not simply a list of cleaning and organization tasks. It embeds a specific 
philosophy of operational excellence that has proven durable across cultures, industries, and decades: 

 

• Order enables insight. A disordered workplace hides problems; an ordered one reveals them. 
The organized workplace is the prerequisite for genuinely understanding what is happening in 
the operation. 

• The standard is the basis for improvement. You cannot improve what has no defined baseline. 
The Standardize and Sustain pillars create and maintain documented standards from which 
genuine continuous improvement can be measured and sustained. 

• The physical environment shapes behavior. People in clean, organized, well-lit, logically 
arranged workplaces work more carefully, more consistently, and with greater pride than people 
in disordered ones. 

• Discipline is demonstrated through the workplace. An organization's commitment to quality, 
safety, and operational excellence is made visible through the condition of its workplaces. 

• Workplace organization is everyone's work. 7S is not a housekeeping function performed by a 
dedicated team. It is a shared responsibility owned by everyone who works in the space and 
managed by the leaders responsible for it. 

 

Pillar Japanese Literal Translation Operational Meaning 

Sort Seiri (整理) Arrange / Organize Separate necessary from unnecessary; remove 
everything that does not belong in the work 
area 

Set in 
Order 

Seiton (整頓) Orderliness / 
Neatness 

Arrange necessary items so they are found 
instantly, used without error, and returned 
without thought 

Shine Seiso (清掃) Cleanliness / 
Cleaning 

Eliminate all dirt and contamination; use 
cleaning as inspection to reveal equipment and 
process problems 
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Pillar Japanese Literal Translation Operational Meaning 

Standardize Seiketsu (清潔
) 

Standardized 
Cleanliness 

Create and maintain standards, schedules, 
visual controls, and assignments that sustain 
the first three S's 

Sustain Shitsuke (躾) Discipline / 
Training 

Build habits, culture, and management systems 
that sustain 7S performance indefinitely without 
special effort 

Safety Anzen (安全) Safety / Security 
(physical) 

Design, verify, and maintain conditions that 
prevent injuries, near-misses, and unsafe 
behaviors in the workplace 

Security Hoan (保安) Security / 
Protection 

Control access, protect assets and information, 
prevent unauthorized actions that expose the 
organization to risk 
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Section 2: The Seven Pillars — Overview 
 

The seven pillars of 7S are not independent activities — they form a sequence in which each pillar 
creates the conditions for the next. Sort before Set in Order (there is no point organizing items that 
should not be there). Set in Order before Shine (cleaning around randomly placed equipment is 
inefficient). Shine before Standardize (standardizing a dirty, disordered process locks in disorder). 
Standardize before Sustain (you cannot sustain what has not been defined). Safety and Security are 
integrated throughout — not added at the end, but embedded in the standards, audits, and daily 
activities of every other pillar. 

 

Pillar Position Defining Purpose 

Sort (Seiri) 1st S Remove everything that does not belong. If it is not needed 
here, now, for this work — it must go. Red-tag, quarantine, 
and eliminate waste at the source. 

Set in Order (Seiton) 2nd S A place for everything and everything in its place. Position 
items so that the correct item is found in seconds, used 
without error, and returned without thought. 

Shine (Seiso) 3rd S Clean everything, every day — and use cleaning as 
inspection. Dirt and wear that are visible are problems that 
can be addressed; those that are hidden cannot. 

Standardize 
(Seiketsu) 

4th S Lock in the gains of the first three S's through documented 
standards, visual management, and defined schedules. 
Prevent regression by making compliance the path of least 
resistance. 

Sustain (Shitsuke) 5th S Build discipline through habit, leadership example, training, 
and recognition. The fifth S separates organizations that 
sustain 7S from those that cycle through it repeatedly. 

Safety (Anzen) 6th S Design and manage the work environment so that injuries 
and near-misses cannot occur. Safety is not a poster — it is 
an engineered attribute of the workplace, visible and verified 
daily. 

Security (Hoan) 7th S Control access, protect assets, and prevent unauthorized 
actions. Information, materials, equipment, and people must 
be protected by deliberate design, not by assumption. 

 

🔗  The Sequence Matters: 7S is not a menu from which organizations select preferred items. The 

sequence is the method. Each pillar builds on the one before it. Organizations that try to Standardize 
before Sorting, or to Sustain before Standardizing, will fail. The sequence encodes the logical 
dependency structure of the entire system — it is not arbitrary and it is not optional. 
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1st S  Sort  (Seiri) 

If it is not needed here, now, for this work — it must go. 

 

Sort is the first and in many ways the most intellectually demanding pillar of 7S. It requires the 
organization to make a decisive judgment about every item in the work area: Is this item needed here? 
Is it needed now? Is it needed for the work performed in this space? If the honest answer to any of 
these questions is "no," the item must be removed. 

 

The difficulty of Sort is not physical — it is psychological. Work areas accumulate items because 
accumulation feels safe: "We might need this someday." "Getting rid of it feels wasteful." "Someone 
might be upset if we move their things." These feelings are understandable but antithetical to 
excellence. Unneeded items are not harmless extras — they are active liabilities. They consume space, 
create confusion about what is needed, slow identification of problems, physically obstruct access to 
what is actually needed, and are a constant visual signal that the standards of the organization permit 
disorder. 

 

The Red Tag System 
 

The red tag system is the primary practical tool for executing Sort. Rather than making immediate 
disposal decisions about every questionable item, the red tag system creates a structured decision 
process that separates the identification phase from the disposition phase. 

 

• Identification: A team walks through the work area and attaches a red tag to every item that is 
questionable — items whose necessity, frequency of use, or correct location is not immediately 
clear. The red tag contains: item description, location found, date tagged, and space for 
disposition decision. 

• Staging: Tagged items are moved to a designated red-tag area — a clearly marked holding 
zone, typically outside the work area. 

• Disposition: Over a defined period (typically 30–60 days), responsible managers and subject 
matter experts review tagged items and make disposition decisions: return to work area, 
relocate, transfer to another area, or dispose. 

• Tracking: Items in the red-tag area without disposition beyond the defined period are treated as 
disposable — the absence of anyone claiming them as needed is sufficient evidence that they 
are not. 

 

Category Sort Decision Criteria If Needed If Not Needed 

Tools and 
equipment 

Is this tool needed for work 
performed in this specific 
area? How frequently? 

Confirm correct 
quantity; assign 

Remove to tool room, 
transfer to another 
area, or dispose 
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Category Sort Decision Criteria If Needed If Not Needed 

Could it be shared rather 
than stationed here? 

designated location in 
work area 

Raw materials and 
WIP 

Is this the correct quantity 
for this work area's 
consumption needs? Is 
excess creating crowding or 
mix-up risk? 

Right-size to standard 
quantity; establish 
visual min/max 
indicators 

Return excess to 
warehouse; alert 
upstream process of 
overproduction 

Documentation and 
records 

Are these documents 
current? Specific to this work 
area? Are physical copies 
required or would digital 
suffice? 

Retain current, 
relevant documents; 
assign designated 
location 

Dispose obsolete 
documents per 
retention policy; 
eliminate paper where 
digital is adequate 

Broken / non-
functional 
equipment 

Is this equipment repairable 
and worth repairing? Is it 
awaiting parts? Is there a 
plan and timeline for repair? 

Tag with repair status 
and timeline; ensure it 
does not block 
workflow 

Remove if 
unrepairable; escalate 
if repair is long-
delayed 

Obsolete tooling / 
jigs / fixtures 

Is this tooling for a product 
or process that is still active? 
If stored for future use, is 
there a formal plan? 

Confirm current 
relevance; properly 
label and store if 
genuinely needed 

Remove; review with 
engineering before 
disposal of specialized 
tooling 

 

🔴  The Sort Mindset: "We might need this someday" is not a reason to keep something. "We use 

this occasionally" is not a reason to keep it in the work area. The standard for retaining an item in a 
work area is frequent use in that specific work. Everything else has a better home — or no home at 
all. 
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2nd S  Set in Order  (Seiton) 

A place for everything, and everything in its place. 

 

Set in Order is where the famous 7S slogan is made real. After Sort has removed everything that does 
not belong, Set in Order determines the optimal location for everything that does belong, and makes 
those locations so clear, so logical, and so visually obvious that any item out of place is immediately 
visible to anyone. 

 

The design principle is ergonomic frequency: items used most frequently should be most accessible; 
items used less frequently can be stored further away. Items used together should be stored together. 
Items picked in a specific sequence should be arranged in that sequence. The organized workplace is 
not merely tidy — it is engineered to reduce reaching, walking, searching, and decision-making to the 
absolute minimum. 

 

The Three Rules of Set in Order 
 

Rule 1: Every Item Has One Designated Location 

An item that has two possible homes has no home. When the same tool or material could go in either of 
two locations, the decision of which to use must be made every time — a waste of mental effort and a 
source of variation. Designating exactly one location for each item eliminates the decision entirely. The 
tool goes back where it came from. Every time. By everyone. 

 

Rule 2: Every Location Is Visually Marked 

The location must be visually obvious — not merely known to experienced workers. Location marking 
serves multiple purposes: it tells anyone where to return items; it makes the absence of an item 
immediately visible (an empty, labeled outline is a signal that something is missing); and it eliminates 
the need to ask where things go, which is a waste of time and a barrier to new workers becoming 
productive quickly. 

 

Visual location marking tools include: shadow boards (tool outlines on pegboards showing exactly 
where each tool hangs, making empty hooks immediately obvious); floor tape and markings (defining 
boundaries of storage zones, work areas, aisles, and equipment); labeled bins and shelves with item 
name, part number, and quantity standards; and color coding using consistent colors to indicate 
specific categories. 

 

Rule 3: Correct Quantity Is Defined and Visible 

For materials and consumables, Set in Order defines not just where they are stored but how many 
should be there at any given time. Visual min/max indicators — lines marked on shelves or bins 
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showing the minimum acceptable quantity (trigger for reorder) and maximum acceptable quantity (stop 
ordering when reached) — make inventory status readable at a glance without counting. 

 

Use Frequency Access Standard Storage Zone Examples 

Constant / every 
cycle 

Within arm's reach from 
primary work position; 
no movement required 

Zone 1: Primary 
workstation 

Hand tools used every 
cycle; measuring 
instruments; work 
instructions 

Frequent / multiple 
times per shift 

Within one or two steps 
from primary work 
position 

Zone 2: Immediate 
workstation perimeter 

Reference tools; 
secondary measuring 
instruments; consumable 
supplies 

Occasional / a few 
times per shift 

Within the work area; 
requires walking but is 
in the area 

Zone 3: Work area Setup tools; infrequent-
use gauges; spare parts 
for this operation 

Infrequent / less 
than daily 

In centralized storage; 
requires deliberate 
retrieval trip 

Zone 4: Central storage 
/ tool crib 

Changeover tools; 
infrequently needed 
spares; reference 
documentation 

Rare / as-needed In archive storage or 
tool room; formal 
checkout process 
acceptable 

Zone 5: Off-area 
storage 

Emergency spares; 
archived tooling; seasonal 
equipment 

 

👁  Visual Management Standard: A well-implemented Set in Order system allows any person — 

including someone who has never worked in this area before — to determine within 30 seconds 
whether anything is out of place, missing, or in excess. This is the practical test of whether Set in 
Order has been genuinely implemented or merely aesthetically arranged. 

 



 

13 | P a g e  
 

3rd S  Shine  (Seiso) 

Clean as you inspect. Inspect as you clean. 

 

Shine is the most physically active pillar of 7S and the one most frequently misunderstood. It is not a 
cleaning program. It is an inspection program. The physical act of cleaning — wiping down every 
surface, cleaning inside every machine, removing every trace of contamination and disorder — creates 
the intimate familiarity with the equipment and the work area that allows problems to be detected at the 
earliest possible stage, before they become failures. 

 

When an operator wipes down a machine at the end of every shift, they will notice the first appearance 
of a hydraulic leak — a small wet spot invisible in a machine that is never cleaned and obvious in a 
machine that was clean yesterday. They will notice the first sign of bearing wear — an unusual texture 
when they wipe the housing. They will notice the accumulation of metal chips in a pattern suggesting a 
tooling problem. None of these early warning signals are available to an organization that treats 
cleaning as housekeeping rather than as inspection. 

 

The Three Levels of Shine 
 

Level 1: Initial Deep Clean 

The first implementation of Shine begins with a thorough, intensive cleaning that brings the work area 
to a state of cleanliness that may not have been achieved since it was commissioned. This initial deep 
clean is not a routine that will be repeated daily — it is the baseline from which routine maintenance 
cleaning begins. The goal is to reach a state where every surface, every piece of equipment, and every 
storage location can be clearly seen and assessed. 

 

Level 2: Routine Maintenance Cleaning 

Once the initial deep clean establishes the baseline, routine maintenance cleaning maintains it through 
daily and weekly activities assigned to specific team members. Routine cleaning prevents the 
accumulation of contamination that would require another deep clean. It typically includes: wiping down 
work surfaces and equipment at shift end; sweeping or vacuuming floors; emptying waste receptacles; 
returning cleaning supplies to their designated locations. 

 

Level 3: Cleaning as Inspection 

The highest level of Shine practice treats every cleaning session as a structured inspection. The 
operator doing the cleaning is specifically directed to look for: fluid leaks (hydraulic, coolant, lubricant); 
unusual wear patterns on machine surfaces, tooling, or fixtures; loose fasteners, covers, or guards; 
contamination sources; and any condition that deviates from the clean, undamaged standard. Issues 
found during cleaning-as-inspection are documented and reported immediately. 
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Assigning Shine Responsibility 
 

Shine responsibility must be defined specifically — who cleans what, to what standard, at what 
frequency. Vague assignments ("Everyone is responsible for keeping the area clean") produce no 
accountability and variable compliance. Specific assignments produce ownership. 

 

• Each zone or piece of equipment has a named responsible person or team. 

• Cleaning tasks are defined specifically: what is cleaned, with what materials, to what standard, 
and verified how. 

• Cleaning schedules are posted in the work area — not in a binder in the supervisor's office — 
so that compliance is visible to anyone who looks. 

• Completion of cleaning tasks is confirmed through a check-off process that creates a record for 
audit purposes. 

 

Finding and Eliminating Contamination Sources 
 

The most sophisticated Shine practice goes beyond cleaning contamination to eliminating its sources. If 
an area requires intensive cleaning every day because a machine leaks coolant, the correct response 
is not to clean more — it is to fix the leak. Shine activity should systematically identify contamination 
sources and trigger engineering or maintenance action to eliminate them. The goal is to progressively 
reduce the cleaning effort required by eliminating the sources of contamination that make cleaning 
necessary in the first place. 

 



 

15 | P a g e  
 

4th S  Standardize  (Seiketsu) 

Lock in the gains. Define the standard. Make compliance the default. 

 

Standardize is the bridge between one-time improvement and permanent excellence. The first three S's 
— Sort, Set in Order, Shine — can be achieved in a focused event. A team with sufficient time and 
energy can sort a work area, organize everything in it, and clean it to a high standard in a matter of 
days. Without Standardize, that achievement will decay within weeks as the natural entropy of a busy 
operation reasserts itself. 

 

Standardize creates the documented standards, visual controls, assigned responsibilities, and defined 
schedules that make the first three S's self-sustaining rather than event-dependent. The standard is the 
description of what "correct" looks like for this work area. 

 

The Components of Standardize 
 

Visual Standards Photography 

The most powerful Standardize tool is the visual standards photograph — taken of the work area after 
Sort, Set in Order, and Shine have been fully implemented, which becomes the visual standard. This 
photograph is posted in or near the work area and shows exactly what the correctly organized, clean, 
fully-7S-compliant area looks like. Any deviation from the photograph is visible and actionable. 

 

7S Responsibility Assignments 

Standardize requires that every 7S task has a named owner. Responsibility assignments are 
documented in a 7S Responsibility Chart posted in the work area, showing which zone or equipment 
each team member is responsible for, what their specific 7S tasks are, and at what frequency those 
tasks are performed. 

 

Cleaning and Inspection Schedules 

Cleaning schedules specify: what is cleaned, by whom, with what materials, to what standard, at what 
frequency, and verified by what means. The schedule should be posted in the work area and completed 
as a check-off record — not because the checklist is the goal, but because the completion record 
provides the data trail needed for 7S audit and for identifying where compliance is failing. 

 

Visual Controls 

Visual controls are the physical and informational devices that make the standard visible without 
requiring anyone to look it up. They include: min/max quantity indicators on storage locations; color-
coded zones for different categories of materials or tools; labeled locations; andon signals indicating 
status; and status boards showing current versus standard conditions. The test of an effective visual 
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control is whether an unfamiliar observer can determine the correct state, the current state, and 
whether the two match — without asking anyone. 

 

The 7S Standard Sheet 
 

The 7S Standard Sheet is a one-page document that defines the complete 7S standard for a specific 
work area. It includes: area name and responsible supervisor; visual standards photographs; 
responsibility assignment table; cleaning schedule; key visual controls and their correct states; audit 
frequency; and date of last review. The 7S Standard Sheet should be displayed in the work area — it is 
a living working document, not a compliance record. 

 



 

17 | P a g e  
 

5th S  Sustain  (Shitsuke) 

Make excellence the habit. Leadership makes it last. 

 

Sustain is simultaneously the most important and the most difficult of the seven pillars. It separates 
organizations that achieve durable 7S excellence from those that cycle repeatedly through 
implementation events that produce temporary improvement followed by regression. The physical work 
of Sort, Set in Order, and Shine is relatively straightforward. The cultural and management work of 
Sustain is genuinely hard. 

 

Sustain means that the 7S standards established in the fourth pillar are followed consistently — every 
day, by every team member, across every shift — not because there is a special audit this week, but 
because they are the normal, habitual way the work area is managed. When Sustain is working, the 7S 
standard is maintained by habit and culture, not by supervision and correction. Achieving this requires 
action on three fronts: leadership behavior, training and communication, and recognition and 
reinforcement. 

 

Leadership Behavior: The Most Powerful Sustain Tool 
 

Leadership behavior is the single most powerful determinant of whether 7S is sustained. When leaders 
— at every level from team leader to plant manager — visibly and consistently demonstrate that 7S 
matters to them through their own behavior, 7S becomes real in the organization. Leadership behaviors 
that sustain 7S include: 

 

• Daily gemba walks that include 7S observation: leaders who walk the production floor daily and 
consistently comment specifically and constructively on 7S conditions communicate that they 
are paying attention. 

• Immediate, visible response to 7S problems: when a leader observes a 7S problem, the 
appropriate response is immediate follow-up — not in the next audit, not in the next 
management meeting, but now. 

• Recognition of excellent 7S performance: leaders who publicly recognize teams and individuals 
for excellent 7S achievement create positive reinforcement that drives continued effort. 

• Leading by example in leaders' own spaces: a leader whose office or common area does not 
meet 7S standards has no credibility in requiring those standards of others. 

 

Training, Communication, and Recognition 
 

New team members must be trained on 7S as part of their onboarding — including not only what the 
standards are but why they exist. A new employee who understands why 7S matters is more likely to 
internalize its standards than one who is simply told what to do. 
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Positive reinforcement is a more powerful behavioral driver than correction in the long term. 
Organizations that design explicit recognition programs for 7S excellence — team of the month awards, 
exemplary workstation photographs shared on communication boards, inclusion of 7S performance in 
performance evaluations — build the motivational infrastructure that sustains compliance when external 
monitoring is absent. 

 

The 7S Habit — Making the Standard Automatic 
 

The ultimate goal of Sustain is that 7S behaviors become automatic — part of the daily rhythm of work 
that happens without conscious effort because they are built into the routine. The 5-minute 7S check at 
the start of a shift. The end-of-shift cleaning and restoration of tools to their locations. The immediate 
replacement of red-tagged items. The habit of returning anything taken from its location to that exact 
location immediately after use. 

 

These habits are built through consistent expectation-setting, consistent execution, and consistent 
reinforcement over time — typically 3–6 months of daily practice before a behavior becomes reliably 
automatic. The Sustain pillar is the long game of 7S. It cannot be rushed and cannot be achieved 
without genuine leadership commitment. 

 

📅  The Regression Test: A 7S program that is genuinely sustained at the cultural level will maintain 

its standards through personnel changes, production pressures, and the absence of special attention. 
If 7S performance consistently drops when no audit is imminent, the program has achieved 
compliance but not culture. Compliance is sustained by external pressure; culture is self-sustaining. 
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6th S  Safety  (Anzen) 

A safe workplace is an engineered condition, not a hope. 

 

Safety is the 6th S — the first of the two pillars that extend the classic 5S framework into 7S. The 
fundamental philosophy of the Safety pillar is the same as the broader philosophy of Mistake Proofing: 
safety in the workplace is primarily a function of system design, not of individual care and attention. A 
workplace designed to prevent injuries will be safer than one that relies on workers remembering to be 
careful — regardless of the skill or attentiveness of the workers. 

 

Every one of the first five pillars has direct safety implications that the Safety pillar is designed to make 
explicit and systematic. Sort removes obsolete and broken items that create tripping hazards and 
obstruct emergency egress. Set in Order ensures emergency equipment has a designated, always-
accessible location whose absence is immediately visible. Shine ensures spills and leaks creating slip 
hazards are identified and eliminated promptly. Standardize creates documented safety procedures 
and PPE requirements for each area. Sustain creates the cultural infrastructure through which safety 
behaviors become habitual. 

 

Safety Audit Elements within 7S 
 

Safety Category What Is Assessed Visual Standard Common Deficiency 

Walkways and 
egress 

All walkways clear; 
egress routes 
unobstructed; floor 
markings visible and 
intact; adequate lighting 

Floor tape defines 
walkway boundaries; no 
items within walkway; 
emergency exit signs 
illuminated 

Materials or equipment 
in walkways; faded 
floor tape; blocked 
emergency exits 

Emergency 
equipment 

Fire extinguishers 
charged and inspected; 
first aid kits stocked; 
eyewash stations clean 
and functional; AED 
accessible and charged 

Designated location 
marked; inspection tag 
current; unobstructed 
access within defined 
clearance 

Missing inspection 
tags; blocked access; 
expired contents; 
equipment returned to 
wrong location after 
use 

Ergonomics Workstation height 
appropriate for 
operators; proper lifting 
aids available and in 
use; repetitive motion 
risk points identified and 
mitigated 

Ergonomic guidelines 
posted; lifting aid locations 
designated; operator 
height adjustment 
mechanisms functional 

Workstations not 
adjusted for operators; 
lifting aids unavailable; 
high-repetition tasks 
without rotation 
schedule 

Electrical safety No exposed wiring; all 
covers and panels 
secured; extension 
cords not used as 

Electrical panels 
accessible and labeled; 
cord management in 

Exposed wiring; 
extension cords used 
permanently; missing 
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Safety Category What Is Assessed Visual Standard Common Deficiency 

permanent wiring; GFCI 
protection where 
required 

place; no overloaded 
circuits 

panel covers; cord trip 
hazards 

Chemical / 
hazardous 
materials 

All containers labeled; 
SDS available and 
current; incompatible 
chemicals stored 
separately; spill 
containment adequate 

Chemical storage 
organized by compatibility; 
SDS binder accessible; 
spill kit stocked 

Unlabeled containers; 
missing or outdated 
SDS; improper storage; 
inadequate spill 
containment 

PPE compliance Required PPE in good 
condition; PPE storage 
locations designated 
and stocked; PPE 
requirements posted at 
area entry 

PPE requirements visible 
at area entry; PPE 
inspection completed; 
non-compliant PPE 
removed from service 

Damaged PPE in 
service; PPE 
requirements not 
posted; inadequate 
PPE supply 

Machine guarding All required guards in 
place; interlocks 
functional; guards not 
bypassed or modified; 
LOTO procedures 
posted 

Guarding completeness 
visible during operation; 
no evidence of guard 
bypass; LOTO stations 
equipped 

Missing or modified 
guards; bypassed 
interlocks; LOTO 
procedures not posted 
at equipment 

 

Near-Miss Reporting as a Safety Pillar Activity 
 

A healthy Safety pillar includes an active near-miss reporting system. Near-misses — situations in 
which an injury almost occurred but did not — are the leading indicators of actual incidents. Research 
consistently shows that for every serious injury, there are many more near-misses involving the same 
hazard. Identifying and eliminating near-miss conditions before they produce injuries is the highest-
leverage safety activity available. 

 

Near-miss reporting requires a culture of psychological safety — workers must be confident that 
reporting a near-miss will produce corrective action rather than blame or discipline. Organizations that 
penalize near-miss reporters will receive no reports, which does not mean near-misses are not 
occurring; it means they are being hidden. 

 

⚠  The Safety-7S Integration: Every 7S audit must include explicit safety items. Safety cannot be a 

separate program that happens in parallel with 7S — it must be integrated into the 7S audit, the 7S 
responsibility assignments, and the 7S standard for every work area. Separating them creates two 
systems where one is sufficient and ensures that safety gets less attention than it deserves. 
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7th S  Security  (Hoan) 

Protect what matters. Control what accesses it. 

 

Security is the 7th S — the most recently formalized of the seven pillars and the one most often 
underestimated in manufacturing and operations environments. In the 21st century, Security has 
become a critical organizational discipline for virtually every type of organization: the protection of 
intellectual property, the control of access to hazardous materials, the security of information systems, 
the physical security of equipment and personnel, and the prevention of unauthorized actions that could 
cause harm or loss. 

 

The Security pillar applies the same systematic, standards-based, visually managed, audited approach 
that the other six pillars apply to their domains. Just as Sort asks "Does this item belong here?" 
Security asks "Should this person have access to this space, this system, or this information?" and "Are 
we able to verify that only authorized persons are accessing what they are authorized to access?" 

 

Physical Security in the Workplace 
 

Physical security encompasses the control of access to spaces, equipment, and materials. The work 
area is divided into zones with defined access levels: general access (any employee or authorized 
visitor); team access (work area team members only); restricted access (specific roles or approved 
personnel only); and controlled access (requires management authorization for each entry). Physical 
access controls include locks and key management systems, badge access systems, visitor sign-in 
procedures, and physical barriers for high-value or high-risk items. 

 

Information Security 
 

Information security has become an essential component of workplace security management. Relevant 
requirements include: 

 

• Workstation security: Computers and terminals should have automatic lock policies; screens 
should not display sensitive information visible to unauthorized observers; passwords should not 
be shared; workstations should not be left unlocked when unattended. 

• Document security: Physical documents containing sensitive information should be stored 
securely; printed documents should be handled through defined secure disposal processes 
(shredding); the clean desk principle should extend to ensuring sensitive information is not left 
visible at unattended workstations. 

• Network and system access: Login credentials should not be shared; access to systems and 
data should follow the principle of least privilege; any unauthorized access attempt should be 
reported and investigated. 
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• Data classification: Organizations should have defined data classification standards and clear 
guidance on how each classification level is handled, stored, and disposed of. 

 

Security Audit Elements within 7S 
 

Security Category What Is Assessed Visual Standard Common Deficiency 

Physical access 
control 

All controlled areas 
have functioning access 
control; access levels 
posted; visitor sign-in 
process functioning 

Access level requirements 
posted at zone 
boundaries; access 
control devices functional 
and tested 

Broken or defeated 
locks; propped open 
controlled doors; 
visitors in restricted 
areas without escort 

Key and credential 
management 

Key assignments 
documented; no 
unaccounted keys; 
badge assignments 
current; terminated 
employees' access 
removed 

Key log current and 
posted; spare keys 
secured; badge 
deactivation process 
documented 

Keys not returned by 
former employees; 
shared credentials; lost 
keys not reported 

Workstation and 
device security 

Computers locked when 
unattended; screens not 
visible to unauthorized 
viewers; no shared login 
credentials 

Auto-lock policies 
enforced; privacy screens 
on appropriate 
workstations; no 
passwords visible 

Unlocked unattended 
computers; passwords 
on sticky notes; 
screens visible from 
public areas 

Document security Sensitive documents 
not left visible at 
unattended 
workstations; secure 
disposal process in use; 
document classification 
followed 

Shredding equipment 
available and stocked; 
clean desk policy posted; 
sensitive document 
storage locked 

Sensitive documents in 
recycle bins; classified 
documents unattended; 
shredder non-functional 
or full 

Asset tracking High-value tools and 
equipment tracked; 
check-out/check-in 
process followed; no 
unaccounted assets 

Asset log current; check-
out system accessible and 
used; asset tags visible on 
equipment 

Assets not signed out; 
unaccounted 
equipment; missing or 
damaged asset tags 

Hazardous material 
security 

Controlled substances, 
hazardous chemicals, 
and dual-use materials 
secured; access logged; 
inventory current 

Secured storage for 
controlled materials; 
access log maintained; 
inventory reconciled 
regularly 

Unlocked hazardous 
material storage; 
incomplete access log; 
inventory discrepancies 
unresolved 

 

🔐  Security as Organizational Hygiene: Security failures are often treated as exceptional events, but 

most security incidents result from chronic, low-level failures in access control, credential 
management, and information handling hygiene — the same kind of slow accumulation of small 
deviations that produces 7S failure in the physical domain. The Security pillar treats security hygiene 
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as a daily discipline, audited and managed with the same rigor as physical organization and 
cleanliness. 
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Section 3: Implementing 7S — The Activity System 
 

7S implementation is not a project with an end date — it is the launch of a permanent operational 
discipline. The implementation activity system must be designed not merely to achieve the initial 
improvement but to create the infrastructure through which that improvement is sustained and built 
upon indefinitely. Organizations that approach 7S as a project fail; those that approach it as a system 
succeed. 

 

Phase 1: Foundation — Preparation and Education (Weeks 1–4) 
 

• Leadership alignment: Senior leaders must understand what 7S is, what it requires from them 
specifically, and what results they can expect. Leaders who support 7S in principle but are 
unwilling to commit the management time, resources, and behavioral change it requires will 
produce a failed program. 

• 7S training for all team members: Every person who works in or manages a 7S area must 
receive training covering the seven pillars, the rationale for the pillar sequence, specific 
standards and activities for their area, and their personal responsibilities. 

• Baseline assessment: Document the current state thoroughly — photographs from consistent 
angles, a baseline 7S audit score, and quantitative measures of current waste (time spent 
searching for tools, defects caused by contamination, near-misses per month). 

• Area boundary definition: Define precisely which areas are within scope. Physical boundaries 
should be marked or described unambiguously. 

 

Phase 2: Initial Implementation — The Launch Event (Weeks 4–8) 
 

• Red-tag campaign (Sort): Working area by area, the team red-tags all questionable items. The 
red tag area is established. Obvious disposals are made immediately. A 30-day disposition 
timeline is set for the remainder. 

• Location design (Set in Order): For everything remaining after Sort, the team designs the 
optimal location. Shadow boards are built. Floor tape is applied. Labels are created and placed. 
Quantity standards are installed. The key test: can any item be found in 30 seconds by an 
unfamiliar observer? 

• Initial deep clean (Shine): The team performs the deep clean that establishes the baseline 
cleanliness standard. All contamination sources identified during cleaning are documented for 
follow-up action. 

• Standards documentation (Standardize): Visual standards photographs are taken and posted. 
The 7S Standard Sheet is created. Responsibility assignments and cleaning schedules are 
finalized and posted. 

 

Phase 3: Discipline — Building the Sustain System (Months 2–6) 
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• Daily 7S routines: Establish the daily habits — the start-of-shift 7S check, the end-of-shift 
cleaning, the return of all items to their locations — that will eventually become automatic. 

• Audit system launch: Begin the regular 7S audit process immediately after the launch event. 
Early audits will find significant gaps — that is expected and valuable. The audit data drives the 
improvement activity of Phase 3. 

• Issue tracking and closure: Every issue identified in a 7S audit should be tracked through a 
visible issue log posted in the work area, updated regularly, and closed with documented 
corrective action. 

• Training of new employees: Integrate 7S into the onboarding process for any new team 
member. New employees trained on 7S from day one are assets to the program; those who are 
not trained will gradually undermine it. 

 

Phase 4: Maturation — Continuous Improvement and Expansion (Month 6 
Onward) 
 

• Benchmark sharing: Areas that achieve high 7S scores become models for areas earlier in the 
journey. Structured tours of exemplary areas are among the most powerful learning experiences 
in a 7S program. 

• Standard updates: As processes evolve, 7S standards must evolve with them. Build standard 
review into the change management process. 

• Expanding scope: As initial implementation areas mature, expand the program to additional 
areas — office spaces, maintenance shops, warehouses, laboratories — using experience from 
the initial areas. 

 

Common Implementation Failures and How to Avoid Them 
 

Failure Mode What It Looks Like Root Cause Prevention 

The "Big Cleanup" 
Misconception 

7S is treated as a one-
time cleaning event; 
immediate results 
celebrated; no sustain 
infrastructure built; area 
reverts within weeks 

Leadership does not 
understand that 7S is a 
management system, 
not a project 

Lead with education on 
what 7S requires long-
term; build Sustain 
infrastructure before the 
launch event; set 
expectation that audit 
results at 6 months are 
the real measure 

Scope Too Large Entire facility attempted 
simultaneously; 
insufficient depth in any 
area; team overwhelmed; 
results are superficial 

Ambition exceeds 
implementation 
capacity; desire to 
show quick visible 
results across a large 
area 

Start with a single, well-
bounded pilot area; 
achieve genuine depth; 
let the pilot become the 
model for expansion 

No Management 
Follow-Through 

Launch event generates 
enthusiasm; managers 

Management time not 
committed; 7S not 

Integrate 7S into daily 
management routine 
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Failure Mode What It Looks Like Root Cause Prevention 

stop participating in daily 
7S activities within weeks; 
program loses momentum 
and decays 

integrated into 
management routine; 
no accountability for 
management 7S 
behaviors 

before launch; include 
7S in management 
performance metrics; 
senior leader models 
behavior 

Audit Without 
Action 

Audits conducted; scores 
recorded; issues 
documented; corrective 
actions not completed; 
same issues appear in 
every audit 

Issue tracking system 
not visible; corrective 
action owners not 
accountable; no follow-
up on open items 

Make issue log visible in 
work area; assign 
specific owner and due 
date to every corrective 
action; review open 
items at every audit 

5S Without Safety 
and Security 

5S implemented but 
Safety and Security not 
included in standards or 
audits; incidents not 
connected to the program 

Safety and Security 
seen as separate 
programs; 7S extension 
not adopted 

Integrate Safety and 
Security into 7S 
standard from day one; 
train on 7S not 5S from 
the beginning; include 
S6 and S7 items in 
every audit 

Standards Not 
Updated After 
Change 

Process changes, new 
equipment, or layout 
changes occur; 7S 
standards not updated; 
team follows outdated 
standards 

Change management 
process does not 
include 7S standard 
review 

Include 7S standard 
review as a required 
step in the change 
management process; 
assign standard 
ownership explicitly 
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Section 4: 7S Audits — Assessment, Scoring, and Follow-
Through 
 

The audit is the measurement system of 7S. Without systematic, honest assessment of the current 
state of each pillar in each area, there is no reliable information about whether 7S standards are being 
maintained, where gaps are developing, or whether improvement actions are producing results. A 7S 
audit that is poorly designed, inconsistently conducted, or not followed through with corrective action is 
worse than no audit — it creates the appearance of assessment without the substance. 

 

The Scoring Scale 
 

A consistent, clearly defined scoring scale is the foundation of a meaningful audit system. The following 
0–5 scale provides sufficient resolution to discriminate between levels of performance while remaining 
simple enough to apply consistently across auditors: 

 

Score Level Definition Action 

0 Not Started No evidence of this element being implemented. 
Conditions are as they were before any 7S activity began. 

Immediate 

1 Initial Attempt Some activity has begun but it is isolated, inconsistent, or 
incomplete. Significant gaps remain. Backsliding is likely 
without immediate support. 

Urgent 

2 Partially 
Implemented 

The element is implemented in some areas but not 
uniformly. Standards may exist but are not consistently 
followed. Results are variable across operators or shifts. 

Plan 

3 Largely 
Implemented 

The element is consistently implemented across most of 
the area. Minor gaps exist. Standards are in place and 
generally followed. Results are stable. 

Monitor 

4 Fully 
Implemented 

The element is fully implemented across the entire area. 
Standards are documented, followed, and verified. 
Results are consistent across all shifts and operators. 

Sustain 

5 Benchmark / 
World Class 

The area is a recognized model for this element — 
actively used to teach other areas. Continuous 
improvement is ongoing. Performance sustained for at 
least 6 months without regression. 

Export 

 

The Layered Audit Structure 
 

Effective 7S audit programs use a layered structure — multiple levels of audit conducted at different 
frequencies by different levels of the organization. Each layer reinforces the others and provides a 
check on the accuracy and consistency of assessments made at other layers. 
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Audit Level Conducted By Frequency Scope Purpose 

Level 1: Self-
Assessment 

Work area team 
members (daily 
check) 

Daily — 
integrated into 
start-of-shift or 
end-of-shift 
routine 

Own work area; 
specific checklist of 
critical 7S items 

Maintain daily 
standards; catch 
issues before they 
compound; build 
7S habits into daily 
routine 

Level 2: Team 
Leader Audit 

Team leader or 
supervisor 

Weekly — formal 
documented 
assessment 

Full 7S checklist for 
their area(s) 

Verify daily self-
assessment 
accuracy; identify 
trends; assign 
corrective actions; 
provide coaching 

Level 3: 
Manager / 
Area Manager 
Audit 

Department or 
area manager 

Monthly — 
documented with 
scores 

All areas within their 
responsibility 

Validate team 
leader audit 
accuracy; cross-
area consistency; 
identify systemic 
issues; resource 
allocation 
decisions 

Level 4: 
Leadership / 
Cross-
Functional 
Audit 

Senior leader + 
cross-functional 
team (quality, 
safety, CI) 

Quarterly — 
formal scored 
assessment with 
written report 

Rotating focus across 
areas; may include 
cross-area 
benchmarking 

Organizational-
level 7S 
performance view; 
identify best 
practices to share; 
communicate 
senior leadership 
commitment 

Level 5: 
External / 
Benchmark 
Audit 

External 
assessor or peer 
organization 
audit team 

Annually or by 
invitation 

Full facility or defined 
scope 

Objective outside 
perspective; 
benchmark against 
best-in-class; 
identify blind spots 
not visible 
internally 

 

7S Audit Criteria by Pillar 
 

Each pillar requires specific audit criteria that translate the pillar's principles into observable, scoreable 
conditions. The following audit criteria cover all seven pillars and provide the operational detail needed 
for consistent assessment. 
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Pillars 1–3: Sort, Set in Order, Shine 

Pillar Audit Item Score 0 Score 3 Score 5 

Sort Unneeded items: items 
not used for this work; 
obsolete materials; 
broken equipment 
without repair plan 

Multiple 
unneeded 
items; 
significant 
accumulation 
throughout area 

Minor unneeded 
items; generally 
clear 

Zero unneeded 
items; red-tag 
process active 
and current; red-
tag area 
managed 

Sort Excess inventory: 
materials exceeding 
defined max quantities; 
WIP exceeding 
standard levels 

Significant 
excess with no 
visual standard 

Minor excess 
occasionally 
observed 

Inventory 
consistently at or 
below visual 
max; no excess 
for >30 days 

Set in Order Location marking: every 
item has designated 
location; locations 
visually marked; 
compliance with return-
to-location 

No location 
marking; items 
placed 
randomly 

Most items have 
locations; marking 
inconsistent 

All items have 
designated 
locations; 
marking clear 
and current; 
compliance 
100% 

Set in Order Visual retrieval 
standard: any item 
findable in under 30 
seconds by unfamiliar 
person 

Finding items 
requires asking 
someone; no 
labels 

Most items 
findable without 
help; some gaps 

Any item findable 
in <30 seconds 
by unfamiliar 
observer; 
demonstrated 
during audit 

Set in Order Quantity standards: 
min/max quantities 
visible; actual quantities 
within standards 

No quantity 
standards 
visible 

Some quantity 
standards; 
inconsistently 
applied 

All material 
locations have 
visible min/max; 
quantities within 
standard 100% 
of audit time 

Shine Surface cleanliness: 
work surfaces, 
equipment, and storage 
areas free of dirt, dust, 
and contamination 

Heavy soiling 
throughout; 
clearly not 
cleaned 
regularly 

Generally clean; 
some 
accumulation in 
corners or on 
equipment tops 

All surfaces 
clean to visual 
inspection; no 
contamination 
accumulation 
anywhere 

Shine Cleaning assignments: 
responsibility chart 
posted; tasks assigned 
to named individuals; 
schedule current 

No cleaning 
assignments 
visible 

Assignments exist 
but not posted or 
not current 

Cleaning 
responsibility 
posted; 
assignments 
named; schedule 
current and being 
followed 
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Pillars 4–5: Standardize and Sustain 

Pillar Audit Item Score 0 Score 3 Score 5 

Standardize 7S Standard Sheet: 
posted; current; 
includes visual 
standards photo; signed 
and dated 

No standard 
sheet 

Standard sheet 
exists but not 
current or not 
posted 

Standard sheet 
posted, current, 
visually 
complete, 
reviewed within 
last 6 months 

Standardize Visual standards: 
reference photographs 
posted; current state 
matches reference 
photograph 

No reference 
photographs 

Photos posted but 
not current or only 
partially match 
current state 

Reference 
photos current; 
current state 
matches 
reference photo 
at audit time 

Standardize Visual controls 
functioning: min/max 
indicators visible and 
respected; status 
boards current; labels 
accurate 

Visual controls 
absent or non-
functional 

Visual controls 
present but 
partially 
inaccurate or not 
maintained 

All visual controls 
functional, 
accurate, and 
current at time of 
audit 

Sustain Daily 7S check 
completed; evidence of 
recent completion 
visible in work area 

No daily check 
in evidence 

Daily check 
occurring but 
inconsistently 

Daily check 
completed; 
record visible; no 
missed days in 
past month 

Sustain New team members 
trained on 7S; training 
records current 

No 7S training 
for new 
members 

Training occurring 
but not 
documented 

All team 
members trained; 
training records 
current and 
accessible 

Sustain Leader participates 
visibly in 7S between 
audits (gemba walks, 
recognition, follow-up) 

No evidence of 
leader 
engagement 

Leader engaged 
during audits only 

Leader 
engagement 
visible between 
audits; 
recognition 
given; immediate 
follow-up 
demonstrated 

 

Pillars 6–7: Safety and Security 

Pillar Audit Item Score 0 Score 3 Score 5 

Safety Emergency equipment 
accessible, inspected, 
and fully stocked 

Emergency 
equipment 
missing, 
blocked, or 
expired 

Emergency 
equipment 
present; minor 
inspection gaps 

All emergency 
equipment 
accessible, 
inspected 
current, fully 
stocked 
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Pillar Audit Item Score 0 Score 3 Score 5 

Safety No safety hazards in 
walkways, workstations, 
or equipment 

Multiple safety 
hazards 
observed 

Minor safety 
concerns; no 
immediate 
hazards 

No safety 
hazards 
observed; near-
miss log current 
and active 

Safety Safety visual controls 
(PPE requirements, 
hazard warnings) 
posted and current 

No safety visual 
controls 

Some safety 
controls posted; 
not complete 

All safety 
requirements 
posted; current; 
PPE compliance 
visible 

Safety Cleaning-as-inspection 
yielding safety findings; 
contamination sources 
addressed 

No inspection 
activity in 
evidence; no 
safety findings 
tracked 

Some findings 
logged; follow-up 
inconsistent 

Inspection log 
current; safety 
findings reported 
and tracked; 
contamination 
sources being 
eliminated 

Security Access controls 
functioning; controlled 
areas secured; no 
unauthorized access 
evidence 

Access controls 
absent or 
defeated 

Access controls 
present; gaps in 
compliance 

All access 
controls 
functioning; 
compliance 
100% at time of 
audit 

Security Workstations secured 
when unattended; no 
sensitive information 
exposed 

Unlocked 
computers; 
sensitive 
documents 
visible 

Generally 
compliant; 
occasional lapses 
observed 

Full compliance; 
no unlocked 
stations or 
exposed 
documents 
during audit 

Security Asset tracking current; 
high-value items 
accounted for; check-
out process followed 

No asset 
tracking in 
evidence 

Asset tracking 
exists; some gaps 
or discrepancies 

Asset log current; 
all tracked items 
accounted for; 
check-out 
process followed 

 

Audit Conduct: Principles for Honest Assessment 
 

• Audit the actual state, not the possible state: Score what you observe at the time of the audit, 
not what you believe the area is capable of or what you were told it will look like after a planned 
improvement. 

• Conduct unannounced audits: Scheduled audits reveal what the area looks like when the team 
knows they are being assessed. A mix of scheduled and unannounced audits provides the most 
complete picture. Consistently better performance on scheduled versus unannounced audits 
indicates compliance-driven rather than habitual behavior. 
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• Calibrate auditors: Regular auditor calibration sessions — in which multiple auditors 
independently score the same area and compare results — identify and correct interpretation 
differences that would produce inconsistent data. 

• Document findings specifically: "Aisle 3 has items stacked against the shelving unit in the 
southeast corner, partially blocking egress" is a documented finding. "Aisle partially blocked" is 
not. Specific findings produce specific corrective actions; vague findings produce vague 
responses. 

 

Closing the Audit Loop: Corrective Action Management 
 

1. Document every finding specifically, with a photograph where possible. 

2. Assign a specific owner and a specific due date to every corrective action. Assignments to "the 
team" or "area management" without a named individual produce no accountability. 

3. Post the corrective action list in the work area — visible to the team, not just in a management 
database. Visibility creates accountability. 

4. Follow up at the next audit or within 30 days to verify that corrective actions have been 
completed. Incomplete corrective actions from the previous audit are the first items reviewed at 
the next audit. 

5. Analyze patterns across multiple audits: items that appear as findings repeatedly indicate that 
corrective actions are not being sustained and that the root cause must be addressed. 

6. Report audit results upward to management with trend data — not just individual scores but 
directional trends. A score of 3.2 improving from 2.1 over six months is a success story; a score 
of 3.2 declining from 4.1 is a warning signal. 
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Section 5: The 7S Management System 
 

A 7S management system is the organizational infrastructure through which 7S is sustained as a 
permanent discipline rather than a periodic initiative. It consists of the governance structures, 
management routines, metrics and reporting, recognition and accountability systems, and continuous 
improvement processes that keep 7S alive between audits, between events, and between leadership 
changes. 

 

7S Governance: Roles and Responsibilities 
 

Role Primary 7S Responsibilities Key Behaviors 

Executive Sponsor Set organizational commitment and 
priority; resource allocation; model 
behavior in own spaces; visible 
participation in quarterly audits; 
recognize excellence publicly 

Participates in at least one audit per 
quarter; addresses 7S in leadership 
communications; holds direct 
reports accountable for 7S 
performance in their areas 

Operations / Area 
Manager 

Accountable for 7S performance in their 
area; resource allocation for 7S 
activities; monthly audit; corrective action 
review; team leader coaching; 
recognition 

Walks their area daily with 7S 
awareness; reviews audit results 
and corrective actions monthly; 
addresses systemic issues that 
team leaders cannot resolve 

Team Leader / 
Supervisor 

Daily 7S standard maintenance; weekly 
audit; corrective action assignment and 
tracking; new member 7S orientation; 
daily coaching 

Conducts weekly audit; reviews 
daily check completion; addresses 
issues immediately; models 7S 
behaviors personally; trains new 
members 

Team Member Daily self-assessment; compliance with 
7S standards; cleaning and inspection 
responsibilities; reporting of issues; 
suggestions for improvement 

Completes daily 7S check; returns 
items to designated locations; 
reports problems immediately; 
participates in improvement 
activities 

Lean / CI 
Coordinator 

7S program design and management; 
audit instrument maintenance; trainer 
certification; cross-area benchmarking; 
program metrics and reporting; support 
for new area implementations 

Manages audit calendar; trains and 
calibrates auditors; compiles and 
reports program metrics; facilitates 
benchmark sharing between areas 

Safety / EHS 
Representative 

Safety content in 7S standards; Safety 
pillar audit items; near-miss reporting 
process; integration of safety 
requirements into 7S training 

Participates in 7S audits; reviews 
Safety pillar findings; ensures 7S 
safety standards align with formal 
EHS requirements 

Information 
Security 
Representative 

Security content in 7S standards; 
Security pillar audit items; workstation 
and document security standards; 
integration with IT security policy 

Participates in 7S audits for Security 
pillar items; ensures 7S security 
standards align with organizational 
IT security policy 
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The 7S Management Calendar 
 

Activity Frequency Owner Output 

Team self-assessment Daily Each team member, 
facilitated by team 
leader 

Completed daily check 
sheet; immediate corrective 
action for any finding 

Team leader 7S audit Weekly Team leader Completed audit form; 
corrective actions assigned 
with due dates; findings 
posted in work area 

End-of-week 7S review Weekly Team leader with team 5-minute team discussion of 
audit findings; recognition of 
positive performance; clarity 
on corrective action 
expectations 

Area manager audit Monthly Area / department 
manager 

Formal scored audit; 
corrective action review; 
trend report for their area 

7S metrics review Monthly CI Coordinator with 
area managers 

Cross-area audit score 
trends; corrective action 
aging review; program-level 
metrics reported to 
leadership 

Leadership gemba audit Quarterly Senior leader + cross-
functional team 

Formal scored audit; 
benchmarking across areas; 
recognition of top 
performers; leadership 
priorities for improvement 

Annual 7S program review Annual Senior leader + all 
stakeholders 

Full program assessment: 
audit trend analysis, training 
effectiveness, scope 
expansion decisions, 
standard updates 

7S training refresh Annual (at 
minimum) 

CI Coordinator All team members 
recertified; new content 
added as program matures; 
new area training as scope 
expands 

Benchmark tours Quarterly (at 
minimum) 

CI Coordinator; top-
performing area hosts 

Cross-area learning; top 
practices identified and 
documented for replication 

 



 

35 | P a g e  
 

7S Metrics and Reporting 
 

The 7S management system produces data that must be measured, trended, and reported to create 
the visibility that drives management action. Key metrics include: 

 

• Average 7S audit score by area and by pillar: The most direct measure of 7S status. Score 
trends over time are more informative than point-in-time scores. Pillar-level scores identify which 
specific dimensions require attention. 

• Score variance between scheduled and unannounced audits: A large gap between scheduled 
and unannounced scores indicates compliance-driven rather than habit-driven behavior — the 
most important diagnostic signal of Sustain effectiveness. 

• Corrective action aging: The average time from finding identification to corrective action closure. 
Long aging indicates systemic follow-through problems. 

• Safety near-miss report rate: A healthy, improving near-miss report rate indicates that the safety 
culture is functioning — people are observing and reporting conditions before they produce 
incidents. A very low near-miss rate in an active workplace is suspicious, not reassuring. 

 

7S and Continuous Improvement: The Connection 
 

7S is a foundation for continuous improvement, not a separate initiative alongside it. The relationship is 
fundamental: continuous improvement requires the ability to see the current state clearly, measure it 
objectively, and detect when it changes. All of these capabilities depend on the ordered, standardized, 
visually managed workplace that 7S creates. 

 

The most mature 7S programs explicitly position 7S as part of the organization's continuous 
improvement infrastructure — not as a separate "housekeeping program" but as the visual 
management system that makes all other improvement activity more effective. Leaders who understand 
this connection drive 7S as a strategic capability, not a compliance program. 

 

🔄  The 7S-CI Virtuous Cycle: Sort → Set in Order → Shine creates visibility. Standardize → Sustain 

creates stability. Safety → Security creates confidence. Visibility + Stability + Confidence creates the 
conditions in which genuine, sustained continuous improvement becomes possible. This is why 7S is 
always the first tool applied in a Lean transformation — not because it is the most intellectually 
complex, but because it is the prerequisite for everything else. 
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Quick Reference: 7S at a Glance 
 

The 7S Framework Summary 
 

Pillar Position Defining Purpose 

Sort (Seiri) 1st S Remove everything that does not belong. If it is not needed 
here, now, for this work — it must go. Red-tag, quarantine, 
and eliminate waste at the source. 

Set in Order (Seiton) 2nd S A place for everything and everything in its place. Position 
items so that the correct item is found in seconds, used 
without error, and returned without thought. 

Shine (Seiso) 3rd S Clean everything, every day — and use cleaning as 
inspection. Dirt and wear that are visible are problems that 
can be addressed; those that are hidden cannot. 

Standardize 
(Seiketsu) 

4th S Lock in the gains of the first three S's through documented 
standards, visual management, and defined schedules. 
Prevent regression by making compliance the path of least 
resistance. 

Sustain (Shitsuke) 5th S Build discipline through habit, leadership example, training, 
and recognition. The fifth S separates organizations that 
sustain 7S from those that cycle through it repeatedly. 

Safety (Anzen) 6th S Design and manage the work environment so that injuries 
and near-misses cannot occur. Safety is not a poster — it is 
an engineered attribute of the workplace, visible and verified 
daily. 

Security (Hoan) 7th S Control access, protect assets, and prevent unauthorized 
actions. Information, materials, equipment, and people must 
be protected by deliberate design, not by assumption. 

 

7S Implementation Checklist 
 

Phase Activity Done? 

Foundation Leadership alignment session completed; management 
commitment confirmed 

☐ 

Foundation 7S training delivered to all team members; training records 
completed 

☐ 

Foundation Baseline photographs taken from defined angles; baseline 
audit score recorded 

☐ 

Foundation Area boundaries defined; scope document communicated ☐ 
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Phase Activity Done? 

Sort Red-tag campaign completed; all questionable items tagged ☐ 

Sort Red-tag area established; tagged items moved there ☐ 

Sort Disposition decisions made within 30 days for all red-tagged 
items 

☐ 

Sort Disposal / transfer / return actions completed; red-tag area 
cleared 

☐ 

Set in Order Optimal location designed for every remaining item ☐ 

Set in Order All locations visually marked (shadow boards, floor tape, 
labels) 

☐ 

Set in Order Quantity standards (min/max) defined and marked for all 
materials 

☐ 

Set in Order 30-second retrieval test passed for any item by unfamiliar 
observer 

☐ 

Shine Initial deep clean completed; every surface cleaned to 
baseline standard 

☐ 

Shine Contamination sources identified and maintenance actions 
initiated 

☐ 

Shine Cleaning responsibility assignments defined and posted ☐ 

Shine Cleaning-as-inspection process defined and communicated ☐ 

Standardize Visual standards photographs taken and posted ☐ 

Standardize 7S Standard Sheet completed and posted in work area ☐ 

Standardize Responsibility assignment chart posted ☐ 

Standardize Cleaning and inspection schedule posted ☐ 

Sustain Daily 7S check process defined; check sheet posted and in 
use 

☐ 

Sustain Weekly team leader audit schedule established ☐ 

Sustain Management audit calendar established (monthly, quarterly, 
annual) 

☐ 

Sustain Recognition program defined; first recognitions given ☐ 

Safety (6th S) Safety audit items incorporated into 7S audit instrument ☐ 

Safety (6th S) Emergency equipment locations confirmed and marked ☐ 

Safety (6th S) Near-miss reporting process active; first reports reviewed ☐ 

Safety (6th S) Safety visual standards posted at all required locations ☐ 

Security (7th S) Access zone levels defined; physical access controls verified ☐ 
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Phase Activity Done? 

Security (7th S) Workstation security standards communicated and verified ☐ 

Security (7th S) Asset tracking system in place; initial inventory confirmed ☐ 

Security (7th S) Document security standards posted; disposal process in 
place 

☐ 

 

7S Audit Score Benchmarks 
 

Overall Average Score Program Status Priority Actions 

0.0 – 1.0 Pre-implementation or failed 
implementation 

Conduct leadership alignment; restart 
implementation with full training; establish 
audit cadence 

1.0 – 2.0 Implementation begun; 
significant gaps remain 

Focus on completing Sort and Set in Order; 
ensure Standardize creates durable 
standards; increase audit frequency 

2.0 – 3.0 Partially implemented; 
inconsistencies across 
shifts or areas 

Address Sustain gaps; ensure all shifts 
follow same standards; increase leader 
engagement 

3.0 – 4.0 Largely implemented; 
stable; continuous 
improvement active 

Target weakest pillars and lowest-scoring 
areas; begin benchmark sharing; aim for 5s 
on leading pillars 

4.0 – 5.0 Excellent implementation; 
benchmark capable 

Export knowledge to other areas; participate 
in external benchmarking; sustain and 
innovate 

 

Key Terms Glossary 
 

Term Definition 

7S The workplace organization framework: Sort, Set in Order, Shine, 
Standardize, Sustain, Safety, and Security. An extension of the original 5S 
system developed in Japanese manufacturing. 

5S The original five-pillar workplace organization framework (Seiri, Seiton, 
Seiso, Seiketsu, Shitsuke) developed within the Toyota Production System. 
The foundation from which 7S is built. 

Sort (Seiri) The first pillar: remove everything from the work area that is not needed for 
the work performed there. The red-tag system is the primary Sort tool. 

Set in Order (Seiton) The second pillar: define a designated location for everything that remains 
after Sort; mark those locations visually so any item out of place is 
immediately visible. 
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Term Definition 

Shine (Seiso) The third pillar: clean everything and use the cleaning process as an 
inspection tool to identify equipment problems, contamination sources, and 
safety hazards at the earliest possible stage. 

Standardize (Seiketsu) The fourth pillar: document the standards for the first three pillars through 
visual standards, responsibility assignments, cleaning schedules, and the 
7S Standard Sheet. 

Sustain (Shitsuke) The fifth pillar: build the habits, management routines, training, recognition, 
and cultural infrastructure that maintain 7S performance permanently. 

Safety (Anzen) The sixth pillar: systematically identify, eliminate, and manage physical 
safety hazards; integrate safety standards into the 7S audit and daily 
management routine. 

Security (Hoan) The seventh pillar: control access to spaces, information, and assets; 
protect the organization against unauthorized actions that could cause harm 
or loss. 

Red Tag System The primary Sort tool: attaching red tags to questionable items, staging 
them in a designated red-tag area, and making disposition decisions 
through a defined process within 30 days. 

Shadow Board A Set in Order visual tool: a board with tool outlines (shadows) that shows 
exactly where each tool is stored, making any missing tool immediately 
visible. 

7S Standard Sheet The Standardize document for a specific work area: contains the visual 
standard photograph, responsibility assignments, cleaning schedule, and 
key visual control descriptions. 

Layered Audit A multi-level audit structure in which team members, team leaders, 
managers, and senior leaders each conduct 7S audits at different 
frequencies, creating redundant verification across organizational levels. 

Gemba Walk A leadership practice of walking the actual place of work to observe 
conditions, identify problems, and demonstrate engagement. Critical to the 
Sustain pillar. 

Visual Management The discipline of making the state of any process readable at a glance by 
any observer. Enabled by the Set in Order and Standardize pillars. 

Near-Miss Report A report of a situation in which an injury almost occurred. Near-miss 
reporting is a leading indicator of safety risk and a key Safety pillar activity. 
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Final Thoughts — The Workplace as a Reflection of the 
Organization 
 

Walk into any workplace and spend five minutes looking — not at the machines, not at the people, not 
at the dashboards on the wall. Look at the floor. Look at the shelves. Look at the labeling on the 
storage locations and the condition of the tools and the state of the cleaning equipment. Look at 
whether the posted standards and schedules reflect the current reality of the operation or a reality from 
eighteen months ago. Look at whether emergency equipment is accessible or half-buried behind 
stacked materials. 

 

What you see will tell you more about the organization's actual culture — its real standards, its actual 
priorities, the genuine level of discipline in its management system — than any quality policy, any 
mission statement, any management presentation could. The physical state of the workplace is not a 
byproduct of the culture. It is the culture, made visible and tangible. 

 

This is why 7S matters far beyond the direct operational benefits of reduced search time, reduced 
errors, and reduced safety incidents — though those benefits are real, substantial, and well-
documented. 7S matters because it is simultaneously a reflection of and a driver of the organization's 
operational culture. An organization that maintains genuine 7S standards — across all seven pillars, in 
all areas, on all shifts, day after day — is an organization that has developed the shared standards, 
shared discipline, and shared pride that are the foundation of every other form of operational 
excellence. 

 

Organizations that try to achieve quality without 7S are working against themselves. They are trying to 
create precision in a context of disorder; trying to identify problems in environments where problems 
are hidden; trying to build habits of excellence in people who have no physical standard that models 
excellence around them. It is possible to achieve localized quality improvements without 7S — skilled 
individuals can produce excellent work in imperfect environments. But it is not possible to achieve 
sustained, organization-wide operational excellence without the ordered, standardized, visually 
managed, safe, and secure workplace that 7S creates. 

 

Begin where you are. Sort the area you can reach. Set in order what remains. Clean what can be 
cleaned. Write the standard while it is fresh. Sustain with daily discipline and honest auditing. Integrate 
safety not as a separate program but as a living pillar of your 7S standard. Add security not as an IT 
initiative but as a workplace discipline owned by the people who work in the space. 

 

Do this consistently. Improve it continuously. Audit it honestly. Recognize it genuinely. Lead it visibly. 
And return to the basics every time the organization grows, every time a process changes, every time a 
new area comes into scope. 
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🏭  The 7S Standard: Every item in its place. Every place clearly marked. Every surface clean. Every 

standard documented. Every standard followed. Every hazard identified and eliminated. Every asset 
protected. Every day. By everyone. 
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