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The 5 Whys Root Cause Analysis Tool Guide   [image: ]
What Is the 5 Whys Root Cause Analysis Tool?
The 5 Whys is a structured problem-solving technique used to identify the root cause of a problem by asking "Why?" repeatedly — typically five times — until you reach the underlying cause rather than stopping at surface-level symptoms.
The core idea is straightforward: most problems encountered are symptoms of deeper issues. If we only address what we can see on the surface, the problem will return. The 5 Whys pushes us past the obvious to find the real cause — the one that, when fixed, actually solves the problem.
When to Use the 5 Whys Root Cause Analysis Tool?
· You want to identify the root cause of a process problem.
· A problem keeps happening even after you think you fixed it.
· You are doing the Root Cause step of Identifying Opportunities/Gaining Approval for Process Improvement Guide and Template found in the Resource Section of Phase 1. 
· You want the team assessing a process problem to think past the obvious first answer.
Best Practices 
1. Focus on the process, not on the people doing the process.
1. Base each answer on facts. If you are not sure, go find out before you move on.
1. Involve the people who actually do the work. They usually know the real reasons.
1. Do not stop at the first answer. The first "why" is rarely the root cause.
1. If you find more than one cause at a step, follow each one separately.
How to Perform the 5-Whys Root Cause Analysis Step-by-Step
Step 1: Write down the problem
Be specific. State exactly what is happening, not what you think is causing it.
Step 2: Ask “Why did this happen?”
Write down the answer. Base it on facts, not guesses, whenever possible.

Step 3: Ask "Why?" again
Take your last answer and ask why that happens. Write down the new answer.
Step 4: Keep repeating
Continue asking why for each new answer, usually 4 to 6 times in total.



Step 5: Stop at the root cause
Stop when the answer points to something you can fix and fixing it would prevent the problem from coming back.

Step 6: Check your logic
Read your chain of answers from the bottom up, using "therefore." If it makes sense, you found the root cause. (See “Checking the logic” example below).

Example:

Problem: Clients are not receiving their benefits renewal notices.

Why 1: Why are clients not receiving their benefit renewal notices? The notices are being mailed to the wrong address.

Why 2: Why are the notices being mailed to the wrong address?  The address on file is outdated.

Why 3: Why is the address on file outdated?  The address was never updated.

Why 4: Why was the address never updated?  Staff do not have a clear process for updating addresses.

Why 5: Why is there no clear process.  The desk manual describing the process was never kept up to date.

Root Cause: The desk manual was not maintained so staff did not have a reliable process to follow.
Checking the logic example: 
The desk manual was not maintained; therefore, staff do not have a clear process for updating addresses; therefore, the addresses are never updated; therefore, notices are mailed to the wrong address; therefore, clients are not receiving their benefit renewal notices.
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