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The Five Whys for Root
Cause Analysis
Most of the time we jump to
conclusions without
understanding the root causes of
problems. This often leads to
wasted time and resources, and
we end up treating a symptom
rather than the problem. Using
the Five Whys helps get to the
root cause of the problem.
Background
Usually it’s best to have a clear
definition of a problem before
attempting to identify its root causes.
Before starting, be sure everyone
agrees on the definition of the problem
by facilitating a discussion of what the
problem is before moving on to why
the problem exists.

Steps in the 5 Whys
Once you have agreed upon the
definition of the problem, you’re ready
to discover its’ root cause. To do this
most effectively, follow the steps below
to leverage the 5 Whys approach to
analyze the root cause of the problem
you have defined.
1. The first step is to identify the
possible causes of the problem,
then use at least 5 Whys:

•

•
•

Brainstorm a list of ideas by
asking: What is causing this
problem?
Next, for each cause ask: Why
is this happening?
Keeping asking the “Why”
question for each cause at least
five times to drill down
deeper to find the true root
cause.

2. Verify the causes of the data:
• Does any existing data help
you decide which are the
actual causes of the problems”
• Are you sure the existing data
is relevant to the problem
being studied?
• Does the problem always
appear when any of the
possible causes you identified
are active?
• What additional information
or data do you need? How

•
•

can you get it?
Who will collect the data? By
when?
How will it be analyzed?

3. Check your conclusions about
causes:
• Do people with knowledge of
the process agree with your
conclusions? If not, what
additional data could you get
that might support or
contradict your conclusions.
4. Take action
• Are there any obvious changes
that would eliminate some
causes of the problem?
• Fix obvious problems
immediately; monitor
solutions to make sure they
work.
• Determine contingency plans
in case the obvious changes
don’t fix everything.

Additional Considerations
Keep in mind, complex problems can have multiple “root causes”. Complex problems usually
do not have a simple solution. However, once you discover the true root causes, you can then
implement the right solutions.
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