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POKA-YOKE

Warning Poka-Yoke: 

Control Poka-Yoke: 

the operator is alerted when a mistake is about to be made 

the Poka-Yoke device prevents the mistake from 
being made 

DEFINITION

Think of Poka-Yoke as the ultimate visual control. As 
illustrated below, visual controls range from informational 
(visual displays) to behavior-modifying (Poka-Yoke), as the 
levels of control increase. Consider a railroad crossing. 
Flashing lights or a gate will alert drivers they are approaching 
a crossing, but won’t prevent them from crossing. To error 
proof the process, one solution would be to reroute cars
over the tracks, thereby preventing them from being hit by 
an oncoming train.

Poka-Yoke (poh-kah yoh-keh) 

a Japanese term coined by Shigeo Shingo in the 1960’s 
as part of the Toyota Production System meaning 
"mistake-proofing" or "inadvertent error prevention

•

a device that can be integrated into any step of 
any process to automatically eliminate defects by 
preventing human errors from being moved forward 
in a process.

•

a quality improvement, visual management technique/
methodology to help workers detect, correct and 
avoid (yokeru) mistakes (poka) at the source 
(Zero Quality Control)

•

LEVELS OF VISUAL CONTROLS – 
DETECTION vs. PREVENTION
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Ready to test yourself? Using the above chart as a guide, can 
you identify which of the following examples are true Poka-
Yoke devices, and which are simply visual displays or controls, 
i.e. building information into the workplace, creating alerts, 
etc. but not preventing defects? Answers below!

BENEFITS OF POKA-YOKE

• Measurement / recording errors
• Instrumental / tooling / machine errors
• Environmental errors / poor quality materials
• Procedural errors / ineffective standards

• Repetitive operations, waste, and rework are 
   reduced / eliminated

• Quality control is built in / 100% inspection—defects 
   are prevented at the source

When Red Flag conditions are identified, and Poka-Yoke 
devices installed, the resulting workplace becomes 
more efficient:

• Number of rejects is reduced—first time through 
   quality is increased 

• Bad products are prevented from getting to the customer

POKA-YOKE METHODS

1. Contact: workers are alerted of defects based on 
    product’s physical characteristics (shape, size, etc.)

Shingo identified three types of poka-yoke methods to 
detect, correct, and prevent errors:

2. Constant (Fixed-value): workers are alerted if 
    specified number of steps in the process haven’t 
    been met (i.e. there are left-over parts in an operation)

3. Motion (Sequence): workers are alerted if the set 
    steps of the process have not been adhered to (i.e. via 
    color-coding and tagging)

TYPES OF ERRORS 
It’s true, to err is human…the good news is that errors 
can be caught quickly, and immediately acted upon by 
identifying Red Flag Conditions* and implementing Poka-
yoke devices for 100% source inspection. See below for 
examples of equipment and human-related errors:

Systematic (equipment-related) errors often based 
conditions that can be anticipated and corrected:

• Lack of experience
• Forgetfulness
• Misunderstanding

• Slowness
• Sloppiness
• Lack of instruction / standards

Random (human-related) errors are unpredictable 
and inevitable, and unlike Systematic errors, can’t be 
anticipated—all the more reason we need comprehensive 
training programs coupled with Poka-Yoke devices built 
into processes: 

*Red Flag Conditions

There are conditions inherent in given processes that 
commonly provoke errors, which can lead to defects. Be 
on the lookout for Red Flag Conditions such as these: 

• Frequent adjustments
• Multiple steps
• Processing by hand 
   vs automation

• Lack of/ineffective standards
• High volume
• Unclear directions/process

STAY WOKE! RELATED 
POKA-YOKE TERMINOLOGY

• Workers are able to take immediate action when 
  a problem occurs

• Mistakes are detected as they occur

4. Glow-in-the-dark floor taping used in healthcare 
    facilities to guide patients to bathroom at night and call 
    buttons to alert for help if distressed 

1. Paint markers used on gauges to indicate levels 
    at a glance 

2. Safety mats used near dangerous sections of machines 
    that trigger the machine to shut off when stepped on

3. Magnets used in food processing plants to detect 
    and remove metal pieces prior to packaging

6. Lock-out mechanisms and guards used on equipment 
    to prevent workers’ hands from coming in contact 
     with moving parts

5. Copy machine won’t engage if paper needs refilling; 
    design mechanisms only allow toner cartridges to 
    be inserted one way

7. Pressure relief valves shut off pumps to prevent 
    explosions 

EXAMPLES OF MISTAKE-
PROOFING IN INDUSTRY
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“One of the tests of leadership is the ability to recognize a 
problem before it becomes an emergency.” 

Arnold H. Glasow

TAKING IT BACK HOME

4. Light appears on car dashboard when tire pressure 
    is low, oil needs to be changed, etc. 

1. Parking lot gate isn’t raised until payment is inserted

Think about it. Where do you encounter mistake-proofing 
devices in your daily life? Consider the examples below. 
Again, which are true Poka-Yoke devices, and which 
merely stop, alert, share, etc. information? What level is 
each? Answers below!

2. Garage and elevator doors are equipped with sensors 
     to automatically stop if someone crosses their paths

3. Can’t proceed when submitting an eform unless 
    all fields are completed correctly

6. Gas station pump automatically shuts off once 
    the tank is full

5. Washing machine won't start if the door isn’t closed

7. Plug won’t go into an electrical outlet if it’s not the 
    right size or aligned properly

8. Seatbelt warning beep goes off if buckle isn’t engaged 

Where do other mistake-proofing opportunities exist in 
your life? In this HBR article, “Poka-Yoke is Not a Joke,” 
Michael Schrage takes a look at his “idiot-proofing” 
experience…and this Quality and Safety in Healthcare 
article explores how “Mistake-Proofing: Changing 
Design to Reduce Error” is equally relevant in the 
healthcare environment. 

Hokey-Pokey. Absent mistake-proofing devices it’s unknown 
to this day how many HP’ers inadvertently put their right foot 
instead of their left foot in. That’s a lot of error considering the 
Hokey-Pokey’s true origin dates back to 1857. When in doubt, 
shake it all about and move on! Okey dokey? 

POKA-YOKE, NOT TO 
BE MISTAKEN FOR

INSIGHTFUL QUOTES

“Nothing is foolproof to a sufficiently talented fool” 
Murphy’s Law

(Poka-Yoke was originally termed ‘baka-yoke,’ meaning, 
"fool- or idiot-proofing” but oddly, the latter was not well-
received. Go figure.)

…like to learn more about how Poka-Yoke can support your CI efforts and improve quality in your organization? 

Contact us at info@productivityinc.com for details on bringing Mistake-Proofing on-site.

Answers
Examples in Industry
1-03, 2-05, 3-06, 4-03/04, 5-06, 6-06, 7-06

Taking it Back Home
1-05, 2-06, 3-06, 4-04, 5-06, 6-06, 7-06, 8-04

https://hbr.org/2010/02/my-favorite-anecdote-about-des.html
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2464876/

