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ABSTRACT 
It has been well-recognised that Japanese construction firms are good in safety, hygiene, quality, 
productivity and image.  Over the last century, the Japanese have formalised the technique and name it as 
‘5S’ Practice.  Through his research in Japan in 1988, the author has re-define the name as ‘5-S’ and 
developed the world's first 5-S Audit Checklist.  Since 1993, he used an innovative 5-S Checklist 
developed at SIRIM for training and consultancy in no less than 20 countries with over 100,000 persons 
from around 8,000 organisations world-wide.  The objective of this paper is to explain the intricacy of the 
5-S so that it can be understood easily and adopted readily by those who may find the tool useful.  Some 
experience will also be shared in this article.  It is hoped that this article can arouse the interest of the 
construction industry in Malaysia to take up this important and effective tool for quality improvement. 
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1.0   Introduction to 5-S® 
 
The 5-S is a first step towards TQM.  Over the last century, the Japanese have formalised the technique 
and name it as the 5S (#) Practice (Osada, 1991).  Sam Ho (1994) has improved and defined its terms in 
English and developed the world's first 5-S Audit Checklist in 1993.  In 1998-2000, a US$600,000 grant 
was given to train up 2,500 5-S Lead Auditors in Hong Kong.  By now, over 100,000 people have been 
trained, with over 8,000 organisations, around half of which have been certified as the 5-S Registered 
Organisation. 
#  As differentiated from the Japanese ‘5S’, the one created in this paper is named as ‘5-S’. 
 
Table 1:  The 5-S in Summary 
 
Japan 5S SIRIM 5-S * SIRIM 5-S in Malay *  50-pts. * Typical Example *  (from the 50-pts.) 
Seiri Structurise Struktur 10 Throw away rubbish & return to store 
Seiton Systematise Sistematik 10 30-second retrieval of a document 
Seiso Sanitise Sanitis 5 Individual cleaning responsibility 
Seiketsu # Standardise Standard 15 Transparency of storage & Fool-proof 
Shitsuke Self-discipline Sentiasa disiplin-diri 10 Do 5-S daily & 5-S Audit 
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*   created by the author in 1993 as Quality Expert under the Asian Development Bank TQM project 

for Malaysia 
#  Original meaning ‘Cleanliness’, has been replaced with ‘Standardise’. 
 
 
2.0 From 5-S to Construction Excellence 
 
Research by Ho (1995; 2007; 2010) has shown that the western world seldom recognises the significance 
of the 5-S practice although there are indications that some companies have included some aspects of the 
5-S in their routines without being aware of its existence as an innovative management technique.  There 
are many examples of successful implementation of some principles of the 5-S.   
 
The difference between the Japanese and western approach lies mostly in the degree of employee 
involvement.  By formalising the technique, the Japanese established the framework which enabled them 
to successfully convey the message across the organisation, achieve total participation and systematically 
implement the practice.  The 5-S has become the way of doing businesses, not only to impress the 
customers but to establish effective quality processes as prerequisites for good products and services.   
Through in-depth research in Hong Kong, Japan and the UK, the author has identified the 5-S practice as 
the step number one (see Figure 1) for a TQM programme (Ho & Fung,1994 & 95). 
 

 
 

Fig. 1:  The TQMEX Model 
 
 
3.0 The 5-S Practice in Detail 
 
In order to be able to comment whether 5-S practice is useful, a sample constituents of the 5-S practice 
and the benefits of its implementation are highlighted below. While contemplating each of the 5-S aspects 
a reference can be made to the proprietary 5-S Audit Checklist (Appendix 1) developed by Ho (1995). 
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3.1 Structurise  (Seiri) 
 
Apart from throwing away rubbish, other aspects of structurise are shown in the 5-S Audit Worksheet.  It 
is worthwhile to emphasise the importance of a principle of structurise called 'one-is-best'.  Examples of 
application include:  one set of tools/stationery, one page form/memo, one day processing, one stop 
service for customer and one location file (including local area network server for file sharing).  In 
particular for 'one day processing', there is an ancient Chinese saying "Let today's work belong to today".  
There is a lot of virtue in this saying and it requires a combined effort of structurise and self-discipline.  
 

 
Fig.2: One-is-Best #4: One stop service for clients (1.9) 

 
3.2 Systematise  (Seiton) 
 
Systematise is a study of efficiency.  It is a question of how quickly you can get the things you need and 
how quickly you can put them away.  Just making an arbitrary decision on where things go is not going to 
make you any faster.  Instead, you have to analyse why getting things out and putting them away takes so 
long.  You have to study this for both the people using the things frequently and those who seldom use 
them.  You have to devise a system that everyone can understand.   
 

 
Fig.3: Filing Standard and Control Masterlist (2.5) 
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3.3 Sanitise  (Seiso) 
'Everyone is a Janitor' --  Sanitise should be done by everyone in the organisation, from the managing 
director to the cleaner.  This is why in Japan, they do not need street cleaners in residential areas.  Every 
family is responsible for cleaning the pavement in front of their houses.  Therefore, what they need are 
rubbish collectors.  The Japanese believe that while they are doing cleaning, they are cleaning their minds, 
too.  If you have done your annual cleaning at home before the New Year, you would probably have this 
feeling of freshness.  In an office or a factory, you might start by graphing out the individual areas of 
responsibility.  In doing this, it is important that all assignments be absolutely clear and that there is no 
undefined, unallocated, or grey areas.  Unless each and every person takes these admonitions to heart and 
accepts personal responsibility, you are not going to get anywhere.  
 

 
Fig.4: Individual Cleaning Responsibility (3.1) 

 
3.4 Standardise (Seiketsu) 
Standardise means continually and repeatedly maintaining your organisation, neatness and cleaning.  As 
such, it embraces both personal cleanliness and the cleanliness of the environment.  The emphasis here is 
on visual management and 5-S standardisation.  Innovation and total visual management are used to attain 
and maintain standardised conditions so that you can always act quickly. 
 

 
Fig.5: Fool-proofing (Poka-yoke) Practices  (4.13) 
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3.5 Self-discipline  (Shitsuke) 
 
Self-discipline means instilling the ability of doing things the way they are supposed to be done.  The 
emphasis here is on creating a workplace with good habits.  By teaching everyone what needs to be done 
and having everyone practising it bad habits are broken and good ones are formed. This process helps 
people form habits of making and following the rules.  The word shitsuke originally comes from the 
tacking (guiding stitches) that are done before a garment is properly sewn. If accepted that way, discipline 
is an underlying tool in making life go smoother.  It is recognised by the Japanese as the minimum the 
society needs in order to function properly.  Discipline is a process of repetition and practice. Think of 
discipline as an integral part of industrial safety. How many people have had accidents because they 
forgot to wear their safety helmet, their safety shoes, or their goggles?  There are far too many.  How 
many have had accidents because they stuck their hands into the machinery without shutting it off first?  
Again it was too many.  It is important that everyone has the habit of obeying simple safety rules.   
 
 

 

 
Fig.6: First Aid training and Emergency Response Drills (5.6) 

 
McGregor (1960) identified two human attitudes towards work.  In his Theory X, he observed that 
humans dislike work and would like to get away from work if possible.  On the contrary, in his Theory Y, 
he observed that humans actually like working and they work as hard as they can to achieve results. This 
is the case when people are motivated to do their work.  Ouchi (1981) observed many successful Japanese 
and American firms and found out that people actually consider the organisation as part of their family.  
The staff in these companies devote so much energy and time to their work that one might think as if it is 
their own business. This type of devotion to work  represents the scope of Ouchi's Theory Z.  His research 
shows that it applies not only to the Japanese but also to American workers. 
 
In order to make a successful and painless transition from Theory X to Theory Y and then to Theory Z 
organisations should install some degree of discipline in the form of procedures and work instructions. 
Consequently, self-discipline should be encouraged. Finally, the employees will develop their own self-
discipline framework.   
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4.0 The Effort of SIRIM in promoting 5-S in the Malaysia Construction Industry 
 
The Malaysian Government is committed to help the construction industry to develop and excel, in 
particular through SIRIM.   Since 1994, SIRIM has been promoting and running 5-S training courses.  
Recently, we have invited the JHSB to become our pilot site to test out the effectiveness of the 5-S 
implementation in the construction industry in Malaysia.  The results were very encouraging with marked 
improvement in Safety, Hygiene, Quality, Producthivity and Image.  The Felder Tower construction site 
now acts as a benchmarking 5-S example for other contractors in the Malaysian construction industry to 
follow.    
 
 
5.0 The Experience of JHSB – The 1st Large Scale Construction Site developed 

with SIRIM and registered in Malaysia 
 
Johawaki Holdings Sdn. Bhd. (JHSB) is one of the leading construction contractors in Malaysia.  It has 
attained certification for ISO 9001.  However, it still felt something is missing.  The chosen site for the 5-
S experiment is its project at the Seremban Campus of the University Institute of Technology Mara 
(UiTM) which is the largest university in Malaysia.  The Green-Belt & Blue-Belt Auditor training was 
carried out in July 2011.  Prof Ho & Hj. Abdul Ghani made further visits to the site in September & 
November 2011. The HOP (Head of Project) and the project team (the staff, sub-contractors & workers) 
responded well to the training, and had the “5-S” Program implemented without much difficulty. The 
project soon achieved marked improvement in team-work, house-keeping & HSE performance. 
 
It is generally thought that “5-S Practice” is only for factories, and not sutiable for construction sites. Our 
experience at Felda Tower project has indicated the opposite. We note that “5-S” can help a lot to 
“establish order amidst chaos” in typical consruction sites, which are often notorious for the three D’s 
(Dust, Dirt & Danger).  
 
JHSB’s experience has shown that the “5-S Standard” as developed by Prof. Ho is simple, and easy for 
people to understand & to apply. The “5-S Program’ has encouraged various parties working for the 
project to interact & work together.  
 
More importantly, it is ACTION orientated: 
 
ACTION (5-S) ���� Behaviour ���� Mission ���� Vision ���� Culture 
 
The program has helped us to be more efficient in organizing things, and to be more effective in our 
people growth and development (especially our front-liners). The success experience of the Felda Tower 
project has also been easily duplicated in JHSB’s other sites.  
 
 
6.0 Conclusion 
 
The 5-S practice is a well-recognised methodology used by the Japanese for improving the work 
environment.  It has been re-defined by the author as: Structurise, Systematise, Sanitise, Standardise and 
Self-discipline during his assignment as the Quality Expert to the Malaysia Government at SIRIM in 
1993-4.  It was found to be keys to improving safety, hygiene, quality, productivity and image.  Since 
then, the model has been developed successfully throughout the HK construction industry. 
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This paper details the proprietary 5-S audit methodology and reports on how it has been adopted and 
adapted to the Malaysia construction environment through the training programme conducted by SIRIM.  
Moreover, through the joint efforts of HK5SA and SIRIM, a case study by the JHSB construction 
company in Malaysia is also revealed with remarkable successes.   
 
The 5-S practice is useful because it helps everyone in the organisation to live a better life.  It is the 
starting point of a TQM programme.  In fact, many successful organisations, east or west, have already 
included some aspects of the 5-S in their routines without being aware of its existence as a formalised 
technique.  It is therefore hoped that this paper will serve as a seed and a working manual to promote such 
an effective and important quality techniques to the construction industry throughout Malaysia. 
 
 

App. 1:  The SIRIM 5-S® Audit Checklist  (ver.13; Jan 2013) 
© Prof. Sam HO, Quality Expert-SIRIM,  H/P: 012-812-6198  samho@hk5sa.com   www.hk5sa.com 

 
 

5-S What (every audit needs to be accompanied with a digital 
photo of around 1MB resolution, landscape, with date) 

Where How 
(����/X) 

Who When 

S-1:  Structurise  (Struktur) 
 1.1 Throw away/return things which are not needed (>1-year)     
 1.2 3-R: Reduce, Re-use, Re-cycle & paperless, etc.     
 1.3 “Needed things” stored: low, medium & high usage     
 1.4 Personal belongings kept to the minimum     
 1.5 Treat defects, leakage, breakage and their causes     
 1.6 One-is-best #1:Daily “Things-to-do” List      
 1.7 One-is-best #2: one set of tools/stationery/1-page form     
 1.8 One-is-best #3:one hour meeting (be concise)     
 1.9 One-is-best #4: one stop service for customer     
 1.10  One-is-best #5: one location for files, server & material     
S-2:  Systematise  (Sistematik) 
 2.1 Everything has a clearly designated name & place     
 2.2 Every place should have a ‘responsible person’ label     
 2.3 Security on doors and cabinets and key management     
 2.4 Functional placement for leaflets, tools and material     
 2.5 Filing standards and control master list     
 2.6 First in, first out arrangement (always left in, right out)     
 2.7 Zoning, placement marks, signage and badges     
 2.8 Neat notice boards (including zoning and labels)     
 2.9 Easy-to-read notices (include expiry date)     
 2.10  30-second retrieval of tools, document & parts     

S-3:  Sanitise (Sanitis) 
 3.1 Individual cleaning responsibility assigned     
 3.2 Make cleaning and inspection easy (15cm above floor)     
 3.3 Clean the places most people do not notice (anti-SARS)     
 3.4 Cleaning inspections and correct minor problems     
 3.5 Regular sparkling cleaning campaigns     
S-4:  Standardise  (Standard) 
 4.1 Transparency (e.g.: minimize doors, covers & locks)     
 4.2 Straight line and right-angle arrangements     
 4.3 'Danger' warning, fire extinguisher & exit signs     
 4.4 Dangerous goods, mechanical safety measures     
 4.5 Workplace work instructions and ‘passed’ labels     
 4.6 Electrical wiring neatness and switch labels      
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 4.7 Energy Preservation – Aircon temp. mark/switch     
 4.8 Physical handling standards and instructions     
 4.9 Colour & Visual Mgt. -- paper, files, containers, etc.     
 4.10  5-S responsibility labels on floor plan or at site     
 4.11 Food safety & prevent contamination/danger at source     
 4.12 Safety Policy & Risk Assessment     
 4.13 Fool-proofing (Poka-yoke) Practices     
 4.14 Park-like environment (garden office/factory)     
 4.15 The 5-S & OSH Museum (including photos before/after)     

S-5:  Self-discipline  (Sentiasa disiplin-diri) 
 5.1 Execute individual 5-S responsibilities     
 5.2 Wear suitable clothing/safety helmet/gloves/shoes/etc.     
 5.3 Good communication & phone practices (magic-word)     
 5.4 Do 5-minute 5-S Practice daily     
 5.5 One day processing of job/tasks (see 1.6)     
 5.6 Safety-box and practise dealing with emergencies     
 5.7 Organisation Chart and Performance Indicators     
 5.8 Design and follow the 5-S Manual     
 5.9 Quarterly 5-S Audit and Improvements     
 5.10  Seeing-is-believing and Keep It Short & Simple (KISS)     
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