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E X P L O R I N G  T R A D I E  ·  T H E  K A I Z E N  T O O L S  ·  A  L I TT L E  B O O K

T H E  K A I Z E N  T O O L S

THE KAIZEN
TRADIE.
SIX TOOLS.
LEARN THEM ON
YOUR OWN JOB.
Kaizen means small improvements, every day.

These six tools are how I run my own

bookkeeping business and how I mentor. This

handout is written to teach you to fish: each

tool has a page, what it is, how I actually use

it, and an AI prompt so you can work it

through with your own AI project. Then come

to me with the questions about applying it.

Start with 5S.

It is the one with a visible result by Monday.

Once you have used two or three tools on real

jobs, you will find your North Star has written

itself — you will know what the business is

aiming at. Do not start there.

HOW TO USE THIS HANDOUT
One tool at a time. Never more than one

every two weeks. Read the page, use it

on one real job or one real problem, then

move on.

Take it to your AI. Each page has a prompt.

Paste it into your own AI project along with

your answers. Let the AI ask you the next

question — that is the point.

Then look wider. Search YouTube for real

trade businesses using these tools and

using AI — a builder's 5S, a plumber's job

workflow. See what they did, not what a

consultant says.

Then ask me. Bring the application

questions to a session: "I tried this, here is

what happened, what next?"
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B E F O R E  T H E  T O O L S

WHY I KEEP COMING BACK TO THIS.
I hold a Diploma in Lean Systems and I have used what is in it every working day for fourteen years —

in my own bookkeeping business, in the checking tools I built, and in seven years of mentoring trade

and service businesses. Of everything I bring to a session, this is what mentees tell me was the most

useful. Not the tax knowledge, not the software. The way of seeing the work. This book is six tools, a

page each, with how I actually use each one and an AI prompt so you can teach yourself. It ends with

a glossary, because without the words you cannot have the thinking.

A business changes when the owner becomes a Kaizen tradie. Staff follow. The culture

changes. The owner leads — it does not work the other way round.

A PROCESS BUSINESS IS A LADDER
You have heard the pitch: fifteen minutes of

marketing a day, ten times the business, you on

a beach. You know it is not true. The real work

looks like this. A business you can step back

from is a process business: many small steps,

each one standardised, all lined up under one

goal. A ladder. You do not jump to the top. You

climb one rung, stand on it until it holds, then

the next.

Kaizen names the rungs and gives them an

order. Each tool in this book is one rung. Not

one of them is a whole business on its own, and

that is why they work — you do not have to

change everything at once.

KAIZEN AND LEAN — USE THE
WORDS INTERCHANGEABLY
Kaizen is the Japanese word — continuous

improvement, the Toyota Way, guided by a

North Star, focused on calm workflows and an

engaged crew. Lean is the American version —

more focus on efficiency and profit through

cutting waste, and on SMART goals.

You need both names, because on YouTube you

will find lean businesses and kaizen businesses

talking about the same thing. In practice treat

them as one. The differences are for textbooks,

not for a Tuesday on site.
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C O N T E N T S  ·  T H E  R U N G S

SIX RUNGS. CLIMB THEM IN
THE ORDER THAT SUITS YOU.
This is the order I suggest: start with 5S because the result is visible by Monday, finish with the North Star

because it writes itself once you have used the others. But it is a ladder, not a programme. Take the rung that

fits what is bugging you this month, stand on it for two weeks, then the next. Not sure which? Four taps at

admin4tradies.co.nz/start-here and it hands you one.

1
5S
A place for everything. Start

here — Sort is enough.

2
THE EIGHT WASTES
Where the hours and margin

leak out. Let it frustrate you.

3
THE FIVE WHYS
Past the symptom to the

cause.

4
MEETINGS & KPIS
Fifteen minutes and the few

numbers.

5
SMALL & SIMPLE
ACTIONS
Four steps, two weeks apart.

6
NORTH STAR
The one aim everything lines

up under. It comes last.

Teach yourself to fish read · try · research · ask

Glossary the words first

Where I come in Exploring Tradie sessions
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T O O L  1  ·  R U N G  O N E  ·  S TA R T H E R E

5S
Sort, set in order, shine, standardise, sustain. A

place for everything, so nothing is hunted for

twice. Built for a workshop floor; works on

the ute, the container, the yard, the inbox and

the software.

ON YOUR JOB
HOW I USE IT
Every client's Xero is set up the same way and

every email I send has the same shape — a

heading per section, the decision in bold, the

screenshot under the point it proves, a roadmap,

action steps with who and by when. That is 5S

applied to communication. People can find what

they need, so nothing is asked twice.

Take this to your AI

Pick one place first — the ute, the container, the job software. Then paste:

I run a small trade business. I want to 5S my [ute / container / job software]. Ask me one 
question at a time about what is in it and how often I use each thing. Then give me a Sort / 
Set in order / Shine / Standardise / Sustain plan I can do in one Saturday morning, with a ten-
minute Friday check to keep it that way.
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Sort — one van, one shelf, one job in the software.

Anything not used in a month comes out

Set in order — the things you use every day within

reach, labelled. In software: the job sections in the

same order as the quote

Shine — clean it, and while you clean, notice what

is broken. In Xero: close the finished jobs, fix

the statuses

Standardise — the same setup every time, written

on one page

Sustain — a ten-minute Friday check so it stays true



T O O L  2  ·  R U N G  T W O

THE EIGHT WASTES
The eight ways time and money leak out of a

job: transport, inventory, motion, waiting, over-

production, over-processing, defects, skills

unused. Named on a job you have just finished

— not from a slide.

ON YOUR JOB
HOW I USE IT
Waiting and over-processing are the two I hunt

in my own work. Waiting on a client for a receipt

is why I moved everyone to bill extraction.

Typing the same figure into a checklist, a report

and an email is why I built my own checking

tools. Every tool I have built started as a waste I

got sick of.

Take this to your AI

Here are the eight wastes: transport, inventory, motion, waiting, over-production, over-
processing, defects, skills unused. Here is what happened on my last job: [describe it in plain 
words, including the frustrating bits]. Which wastes do you see, which one is the bottleneck, 
and what is the smallest change that would reduce it? Give me one change, not a list.

admin4tradies.co.nz/exploring-tradie · 0275 895 895 6

Pick one job: finished, invoiced, still fresh

Go through the eight with whoever was on it.

Tradies find three in the first ten minutes

Circle the biggest. That is your bottleneck — the

point everything queues behind

Treat every frustration on the job as a marker: it

points to friction you can fix



T O O L  3  ·  R U N G  T H R E E

THE FIVE WHYS
Ask why five times to get past the symptom to

a cause you can actually change. The callback

is rarely the tradesperson's fault; five whys

down it is usually a handover, a missing label,

or nothing written down.

ON YOUR JOB
HOW I USE IT
Every flag my checkers raise has to be answered

to an outcome — right as is, fixed, or a query.

When the same flag comes up two months

running, I go five whys on it. Usually the cause is

a supplier set up wrong or a rule nobody wrote

down. Fix the cause and the flag stops coming.

Take this to your AI

Something went wrong in my trade business: [describe it]. Walk me through the five whys one 
question at a time. After each of my answers, ask the next why. When we reach a cause I can 
change this week, stop and tell me what the one change is.
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Start with the thing that went wrong — the callback,

the double payment, the missed invoice

Ask why. Write the answer. Ask why about the

answer. Five times

Stop when you reach something you can change on

Monday. That is the cause; the rest were symptoms

Do it with the crew, not to them. The person closest

to the work knows why



T O O L  4  ·  R U N G  F O U R

MEETINGS & KPIS
Short, useful meetings that end with who does

what, and the few numbers you watch each

time. Four corners: money, customer, how the

work runs, crew. Two or three numbers a

corner, no more.

ON YOUR JOB
HOW I USE IT
My month end is a meeting with myself, the

same day every month, off one checklist. The

numbers I watch are the same for every client:

bank rec out by, suspense, GST payable to IRD,

PAYE to IRD, who owes, who we owe. Same

page, same order. That is why it takes minutes,

not an afternoon.

Take this to your AI

I run a small trade business with [number] people. Help me design a fifteen-minute weekly 
meeting and a one-page scorecard. Ask me what keeps me awake about money, customers, how the 
work runs and the crew. Then suggest two or three numbers per corner that I can actually get 
from Xero or my job software without extra work.

admin4tradies.co.nz/exploring-tradie · 0275 895 895 8

Fifteen minutes, same day each week, standing up

if you can

Three questions: what did we finish, what is stuck,

who owns the stuck thing

The numbers on one page: margin on the last job,

cash in the bank, callbacks, hours not billed

End with action steps — who, what, by when.

Then stop



T O O L  5  ·  R U N G  F I V E

SMALL &
SIMPLE ACTIONS
One improvement every two weeks. Never

everything at once. Plan it, do it, check it

worked, act on what you learned — PDCA

— then the next one. Value over waste, step

by step.

ON YOUR JOB
HOW I USE IT
Every handout I write is a four-step roadmap,

two weeks apart, and so is every client email

with a change in it. When I built my checking

tools I built one check at a time and used it on

real books for a month before adding the next.

Overwhelm is the enemy of change — the small

step is what actually gets done.

Take this to your AI

I want to fix [the problem] in my trade business. Give me a roadmap of no more than four steps, 
two weeks apart, where step one is something I can do this week in under an hour. For each step 
tell me how I will know it worked. Keep it simple — if a step needs more than one page of 
instructions, split it or drop it.
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Never more than four steps on a roadmap. Never

less than two weeks apart

Step one is always something you can do this week

If step one is not done, step two waits. No

skipping ahead

Simple beats detailed. If a timesheet takes longer

than today, it stops being filled in



T O O L  6  ·  T H E  T O P  R U N G  ·  I T  C O M E S  L A S T

NORTH STAR
The one thing the business is aiming at, so the

decisions in between get easier. Not a mission

statement. One sentence you could say to

the apprentice, and they would know what to

do differently.

ON YOUR JOB
HOW I USE IT
Mine is: every client knows their numbers before

their accountant does. It took me years of month

ends to see it; once I had it, the checking tools,

the two-page report and the small-tradie

products were all obvious. The North Star does

not tell you what to do. It tells you what to

stop doing.

Take this to your AI

Here is what I found using the lean tools on my trade business over the last few months: [paste 
your notes — the wastes, the five whys, the numbers]. What keeps coming up? Suggest three 
possible North Star sentences, each one short enough to say to my apprentice. Then ask me which 
one would have changed a decision I made last month.
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Do not start here. Use two or three tools first — the

North Star comes out of what you found

Look at what kept coming up: the same waste, the

same frustration, the same number

Write one sentence: "Know the margin on every

build before quoting the next" or "No job leaves site

without being invoiced that week"

Test it against a real decision this month. If it did not

make the decision easier, rewrite it



T E A C H  YO U R S E L F  T O  F I S H

READ. TRY. RESEARCH. THEN ASK.
These handouts are designed so you do not need me for the learning — you need me for

the application. The order is deliberate.

1
USE ONE TOOL ON ONE JOB
Read the page, take the

prompt to your own AI project,

and let it question you. Do the

thing it lands on. Two weeks.

2
SEARCH FOR REAL
TRADIES DOING IT
YouTube: "5S van setup

builder", "plumber job

workflow software", "small

business AI Xero reports".

Watch people in the trades,

not consultants. Note what

they actually changed.

3
BRING ME THE
APPLICATION QUESTION
"I tried this, here is what

happened, this bit did not fit

my business." That is a

mentoring session worth

having, and it is where I earn

my place.

Mentoring through Business Mentors New Zealand is free if you are matched with me there. Otherwise,

Exploring Tradie sessions are $275 + GST for two hours — book one, or none.
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https://www.businessmentors.org.nz/


G L O S S A RY

THE WORDS FIRST. WITHOUT THE WORDS
YOU CANNOT HAVE THE THINKING.
Once you have the words you can see the problem, and then you can change it. Read this page before you write

your North Star.

Kaizen
Japanese for continuous improvement, and the movement that

changed manufacturing — "The Toyota Way". Guided by a North

Star. Focused on zen workflows and engagement.

Lean
The American version of Kaizen. A greater focus on efficiency and

profit through waste reduction. Focused on SMART goals.

Waste
Anything in the job the customer would not pay for if they saw it.

Eight kinds.

Value
The part of your week a customer would actually pay for.

Everything else is waste or necessary friction.

Bottleneck
The one point everything queues behind. Often the owner. Find it

first; fixing anything else is wasted.

Frustration
Your early-warning system. Every frustration marks friction in the

workflow that can be looked at and fixed.

Friction
Anything that causes delay, confusion or rework. Some is useful

— a check before you pay. The sweet spot is just enough to catch

mistakes, not enough to slow the work.

5S
Sort, set in order, shine, standardise, sustain. A place for

everything.

Five whys
Ask why five times to get past the symptom to the cause you can

change.

PDCA
Plan, do, check, act. The small loop that keeps an improvement

true.

Back-costing
Reading a finished job backwards: what it cost, what it earned,

where the margin came from.

Clean data
Information organised, current and reliable enough to make a

decision from.

Simplicity
Not the absence of complexity but the other side of it. Work

through the detail, bring lean to it, strip the waste, know the value.

The result feels simple.

Standard work
The agreed way of doing a job, written on one page, so anyone

can do it the same way.

Roadmap
Never more than four steps, never less than two weeks apart. Step

one this week.

Engagement
Staff involved and caring. Purpose beyond profit, clear workflows,

clear lines of communication. A lean culture creates it.

Flow
Work moving from enquiry to quote to job to invoice to cash with

as few interruptions as possible.

Flow state
When the work feels effortless — the right amount of friction and

ease — and time flies. In sport it is peak performance. Aim to work

in flow state for part of every day.

Zen work
Calm, one thing at a time, finished. Reached step by step — never

all at once.

North Star
The one thing the business is aiming at, so the decisions in

between get easier. It comes out of using the tools, not before.

Delegation
Giving away the work only you do today — which needs it written

down first. The North Star tells you what to give away.

AI native
Using AI inside the workflow, in the detail, every day — so you

know where it helps and where it is best left to a human.
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W H E R E  I  C O M E  I N

TRY A TOOL.
THEN BRING ME THE QUESTION.
Exploring Tradie is how I use this in practice. Two hours, your business on the screen, one

problem worked through with the tool that fits it. I do not arrive with a prescription —

things are changing too fast for one — we explore what is bugging you this month and

keep what works.

WHAT A SESSION LOOKS LIKE WHY A BOOKKEEPER
I am inside trade workflows every day — the

quotes, the bills, the payroll, the job software —

and I build and use AI on them. That is where

you find out which tool fits and where AI helps.

A coach works from what you tell them. I work

from what is actually in your Xero.

Fourteen years in the books. Diploma in Lean

Systems, Master in Business, Diploma in

Accounting. Seven years a volunteer with

Business Mentors New Zealand.

GET IN TOUCH
Free if you are matched with me through Business

Mentors NZ. Otherwise $275 + GST for two hours — book

one, or none. Christchurch, Canterbury, and anywhere in

NZ on a screen.

0275 895 895
monique@admin4tradies.co.nz

admin4tradies.co.nz/exploring-tradie
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You bring the frustration — the

callback, the job that made nothing, the

Sunday paperwork

We pick the tool and use it on that real job,

together, on the screen

You leave with the thing written, a roadmap

of no more than four steps, and a take-home

Between sessions your own AI project holds

the plan; I have shown you how to set it up




