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Root Cause Analysis 
Using the 5 Whys 

 

The 5 Whys analysis is a root cause analysis tool that involves asking the question "Why?" repeatedly until the 
underlying cause of a particular problem is uncovered. Typically, the question is posed five times, with each 
answer forming the basis of the next question, allowing users to drill down into the details of a failure or issue. 
This method is grounded in the belief that most problems can be traced back to a fundamental cause if the 
right questions are asked. 

The technique is valuable for its simplicity, ease of use, and the direct path it creates to understanding the 
core of an issue. By repeatedly exploring the reasons behind each layer of a problem, the 5 Whys analysis 
helps to reveal connections and causal relationships that might otherwise go unnoticed, enabling more 
effective solutions to be developed and implemented. 

The iterative questioning strategy is simple to apply across various contexts, from troubleshooting technical 
issues to unraveling operational inefficiencies, making it an indispensable tool for managers, engineers, and 
frontline workers alike. This tool is best suited for situations where: 

• Problems are recurring or persistent. 

• The cause of the problem is unclear or complex. 

• There is a need for a deeper understanding of underlying issues. 

• Quick fixes have failed to address the problem satisfactorily. 

Understanding the 5 Whys: 

The 5 Whys technique is a straightforward yet highly effective problem-solving method that involves repeatedly 

asking the question "Why?" to peel away the layers of symptoms and reach the core of an issue. This technique 

encourages a deep dive into the underlying causes of problems rather than settling for superficial solutions. By 

asking "Why?" at least five times, practitioners can progressively trace the chain of causality from the end effect 

back to the root cause, which often reveals insights that are not immediately apparent. 

This method not only promotes a culture of inquiry and continuous improvement but also fosters a deeper 

understanding of the complex interrelationships that contribute to organizational challenges. It is particularly 

valuable in environments where resolving the root cause of a problem can lead to more sustainable and long-

lasting solutions, reducing the likelihood of the problem reoccurring. 

  

Peeling back the onion. A practical example of a 5 Why analysis. 
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Root Cause Analysis 
Using the 5 Whys 

How to Use the 5 Whys: 

1. Define the Problem: Clearly articulate the problem or issue you want to address. Be specific and focus 
on the observable symptoms. 

2. Ask "Why?": Begin the analysis by asking "Why?" about the problem. Repeat this process at least five 
times, each time probing deeper into the root cause of the previous answer. 

3. Analyze Responses: Examine each answer to uncover underlying causes or contributing factors. Look for 
patterns or connections between the responses. 

4. Identify Solutions: Based on the root causes identified, brainstorm potential solutions or corrective 
actions. Focus on addressing the underlying issues rather than just treating the symptoms. 

5. Implement and Monitor: Implement the chosen solutions and monitor their effectiveness over time. 
Keep track of any changes in the problem or related metrics to assess the impact of the solutions. 

Tips for Effective Use: 

• Encourage open and honest communication during the analysis process. 

• Involve cross-functional teams to gain diverse perspectives on the problem. 

• Use visuals such as diagrams or charts to document the analysis and share findings with stakeholders. 

Example: Consider a manufacturing company experiencing frequent machine breakdowns: 

• Problem: Machines are frequently breaking down. 

• Why? (1st Why): Lack of preventive maintenance. 

• Why? (2nd Why): Maintenance schedule not followed consistently. 

• Why? (3rd Why): Technicians not adequately trained on maintenance procedures. 

• Why? (4th Why): Training program not updated regularly. 

• Why? (5th Why): Lack of oversight and accountability for training program. 

Measuring the Effectiveness of the 5 Whys: 

To measure the effectiveness of solutions implemented after the 5 Whys analysis: 

• Monitor the frequency of the problem occurrence over time. 

• Track any changes in related metrics, such as machine uptime or maintenance costs. 

• Seek feedback from relevant stakeholders to assess the perceived improvement in the situation. 

Conclusion: 

The 5 Whys analysis offers a systematic approach to uncovering the root causes of problems, leading to more 
targeted and sustainable solutions. By addressing underlying issues rather than just symptoms, organizations can 
achieve lasting improvements in performance and efficiency. This technique empowers teams to take ownership 
of their problems and solutions, fostering a proactive problem-solving culture within the organization. It 
encourages a deeper understanding and thoughtful reflection on operational challenges, enhancing the decision-
making process. Furthermore, by consistently applying the 5 Whys, organizations can not only resolve individual 
issues but also refine their operational strategies and prevent future problems, contributing significantly to 
continuous improvement and operational excellence.  
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Root Cause Analysis 
Using the 5 Whys 

5 Whys Analysis Template: 

Using the template below, identify the problem and begin by asking why it is a problem. Then ask why the 
answer is what it is. Repeat this process three more times (5 whys in total) to come to the root cause of the 
problem. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Solutions: Based on the root cause that has been identified in the above exercise, identify potential solutions or 
corrective actions. 

___________________________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Define the problem:  

1 (Symptom):  

2 (Symptom):  

3 (Symptom):  

4 (Symptom):  

5 (Root Cause):  

Why is this happening? What is causing this? 

Root Cause Problem Statement:  

Why is that? 

Why is that? 

Why is that? 

Why is that? 
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