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Following a Recipe

 A while back, the lean manufacturing and efficiency 
regimens of the Japanese (think Toyota) swept through 
much of American industry. That trend still continues, 
especially in larger organizations. I’m not against it—it 
brings together a lot of common sense concepts.
 One of the concepts is called “5S,” for the words sort-
ing, straightening, systematic cleaning, standardizing, 
and sustaining. It basically amounts to having an orga-
nized workplace. In part this is the old axiom, “A place 

for everything and everything in its place” in action. So, one of the tools is to 
have a specific place for everything, with the place often marked by a label.
 Recently I was on the manufacturing floor of a company that has ardently 
embraced “5S.” Everything seemed to have a place to be kept, marked with an 
outline of the tool or other item, or more often a prominent label. So far, so good.
 But as I looked around, the proliferation of labels became boggling. Even 
the most blatantly obvious things were labeled. I took photos of two of my 
personal favorites: a wall clock prominently marked “clock,” and a mechanic’s 
roll-around seat marked “work seat” (see photos below).
 Having been described as “a place for everything and everything in its place” 
kind of person, I have no problem with “5S” concepts. What I do have a problem 
with is the tendency we humans have to latch onto a concept (especially one that 
incorporates some sort of recipe) and run wild with it. If you come across a good 
“recipe” (which could be anything from a recipe for troubleshooting equipment 
to a recipe for success), by all means make use of it. But please don’t become a 
slave to it and push it far beyond what it was meant to accomplish.
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