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Ever had “stuff” in a common work area and you were afraid to toss it because it might offend, or be needed by someone else?  Ever have a hard time finding what you need because there is so much “stuff” to look through?  How do you “force” the decision to get rid of things and still get everyone’s approval?  “Red Tagging” may be your answer.  It is the method used by the Japanese help set up the ultimate work environment.  Clean of excess.  So well ordered, it would look awkward for someone to not put something in its proper place.  High use items are close, low use items are further away, and no-use items are bye-bye.





Here’s how it works --  at your desk (start with the top drawer of desk -- now we’ve gone to meddlin’)  ask yourself  for each item in it :


“why this item, why this quantity, why this place”  How many pencils do you have, how many do you need, are they in one spot?  If any item really doesn’t qualify for staying, be honest now, the item should “Red Tagged” (little red cardboard tag with a string attached) and placed in a holding area for a week or two.  During this holding period you can see how you can do without the items.  Before taking anything out of the holding area, you must be able to make a case for putting it back in the work area.  Beyond that, it goes to remote storage if it is infrequently used or the trash pile.  Most people only need a third of what they keep in your top drawer.  (Clutter corollary:  In the empty storage space, “stuff” will grow to fill it.)  





How does “Red Tagging” work in a surgery area of a hospital.  A team of nurses equipped with Red Tags went into their work area with the intent to cut out everything that is not routinely used.  Equipment that Dr. X might use twice a year, sutures that are in chronic stock...  “Why is this here, how often do you use it, do you need more of them, less of them”, every supply item, piece of equipment, receives this vigorous interrogation.  Any item in question is Red Tagged.  After completion, the work staff look at all the items and question the harm or added work in removing the items.  Usually first time this is done, a third of the items are tagged.  Again, high-use items are labeled and stored in designated places, low-use items are stored remotely in designated places more remotely and everything else in question is placed in a Red Tag holding area.  All workers have 2 weeks to preview the items in the holding area and convince others why an item needs to be placed back into the workplace (once it is out of the workplace, the burden of proof is on the side of remaining uncluttered).  In this type thinking, anything that is not being used on a routine basis is in the way of getting things done.  The entire workforce has a say in where things go and the decision to reposition or toss is a collective one.  The “remains” of the holding area are returned to the vendor, made available for other areas to use or tossed.  No hard feelings, everyone has input, and the work area is now much more useful.  Almost feels as good as having a successful garage sale.











How to sustain your no clutter gains


It’s a fact of nature, clutter happens.  (I’m thinking of trademarking a bumper sticker on this one)  However, “Red Tagging” is like dusting: to be successful, it is continuous.  When things don’t have a place, workers tend to just set things down.  If everything has a designated place, then people tend to hunt for a good place for new things.  Clean and orderly workplaces tend to stay that way.  Trash heaps tend to just get piled higher.





Appoint a monthly “Red Tag” team, or if you are really daring, call in someone who is unfamiliar with the area to ask,” why this, why here, why this amount”.  Naive eyes have a remarkable way of seeing things we stumble over daily and accept it.  Then repeat the holding area cycle.





This method is apt to make the culture of the work staff take more responsibility for their environment.  The Japanese say that the worst waste is that waste which is hidden.  Clutter falls in this category.  Red Tagging is a no duh-uh, common sense approach to ridding your work area of common waste.





So, when things are getting -- it’s time to tag it.














Red Tags can be bought through Office Supply Stores.  


Avery makes some and so do Dennison.








